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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
1. The Problem of the Thesis 
The problem of this thesis is to present systematically 
those aspects in the thought of the German psychiatrist and 
philosopher Karl Jaspers which comprise his philosophy of 
religion. Jaspers has written no works specifically on this 
subject . He asserts: "The philo ophy of , religion is not a 
separate subject in my thinking. but permeates my entire 
philosophy. My philosophy • • • is itself a philosophy of 
religion, it does not have a philosophy of religion."l 
As the study proceeds, an attempt will be made to dis-
cover what J spers means by such a statement and the way in 
which relevant concepts of his philosophy provide the basis 
for the development of such a philosophy of religion. 
2. Biographical Data 
Karl Jaspers was born on February 23, 1883, in Oldenburg, 
Germany . After studying law for three semesters, he became a 
student of medicine, rece~ving his Doctor of Medicine degree 
in 1909. He worked as an assistant in the psychiatric hospi-
tal of the University of Heidelberg, and in 1913 became 
1. Karl Jaspers. "Reply to My Critios, 11 Paul Arthur 
Sehilpp (ed.), The Philosolh~ of Karl Jaspers . (New York: 
Tudor Publishing Company, 9 7), p. 778. 
1 
2 
Privatdozent in psychology . In 1921 Dr . Jaspers was named 
full professor of philosophy . The National-Socialist govern-
ment deprived him of his status in 1937, but he was rein -
stated by the American occupation in 1945 . He accepted a 
call to the University of Basel in 1948, where he currently 
holds the Chair of Philosophy . l 
3 . The Methodology of the Thesis 
This study will first investigate Jaspers' use of 
"Encompassing" and "Transcendence" as they provide the basis 
for his development of a philosophy of religion . The third 
chapter will consider the use of myth and cipher in Jaspers' 
religious epistemology . The rejection of religion, t he 
philosophic adjustment, the role of religion, and the philo-
sophic faith will be studied in an attempt to understand the 
relation of philosophy and religion for Jaspers . On the 
basis of these considerations, the writer will t hen raise 
questions and present conclusions regarding the adequacy of 
Jaspers ' thinking as a philosophy of religion . 
1 . See Karl Jaspers, "Philosophical Autobiography 11 in 
Schilpp, op . cit . , pp . 5- 94. 
CHAPTER II 
JASPERS' USE OF THE ENCOMPASSING AND TRANSCENDENCE 
1 . The Encompassing and the Human Situation 
The philosophizing of Karl Jaspers, according to 
William Earle, is ndesigned to reawaken us to our own 
authentic human situation . "l The human situation escapes 
dogmatic schematization and involves the recognition of the 
limits of human knowledge "in order to let the truth which 
always lies just beyond those limits shine through for a 
moment . 112 
.. Authenticity" refers to the genuine relationship of 
man with his own nature, capabilities and limitations, and 
his encounter with other men, his environment, and that which 
is "beyond 11 all of these . It is with respect to the "authen-
ticity" of the human situation that Jaspers writes: 
In order to see most clearly into what 
is true and real, into what is no longer 
fastened to any particular thing or 
colored by any particular atmosphere, we 
must push into the widest range of the 
possible . And then we experience the 
following: everything that is an object 
for us, even though it be the greatest, 
1 . William Earle, 11 Introduction, 11 Reason and Existenz 
by Karl Jaspers (New York: Noonday Press, 1955; first paper 
edition, 1957), p . 9 . 
2 . Ibid., pp . 9-10 . 
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is still always within another, is not yet 
all . Whenever we arrive, the horizon which 
includes the attained itself goes further 
and forces us to give up any final rest . 
We can secure no standpoint from which a 
closed whole of Being would be sur veyable, 
not any sequence of standpoints through 
whose totality Being would be given even 
indirectly . l 
In Reason and Existenz, a series of lectures given in 
1935 at the University of Groningen, Holland, Jaspers 
develops in detail his thinking regarding these horizons as 
das Umgreifende , or the Encompassing . In clarification, he 
writes: 
The Encompassing is not a horizon within 
which every determinate mode of Being and 
truth emerges for us, but rather that 
within which every particular horizon is 
enclosed as in something absolutely compre-
hensive which is no longer visible as a 
horizon at all . 2 
The presupposition of the activity which reaches out for 
such Encompassing is a philosophic passion for truth . In 
attempting to understand himself and the situation in which 
he exists the one with this passion becomes aware of his own 
limitations and of a seemingly unlimited range of relation-
ships as he continually questions and seeks to understand . 3 
We become aware of the Encompassing in two opposing 
perspectives . One is the Encompassing of Being itself, that 
is, the Encompassing in and through which we are able to 
l . Karl Jaspers, Reason and Existenz, trans . William 
Earle (New York : Noonday Press , 1955; first paper edition, 
1957), p . 42 . 
2 . Ibid . , p. 52 . 3. Ibid . , p . 53 . 
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exist . 1 The opposite aspect is that of the Encompassing 
which we are . We encounter modes of Being in this latter~ 
and are aware of Being only because of what we ourselves 
are . 2 Jaspers writes that : 
in neither ca se is the Encompassing the 
sum of some provisional kinds of being~ a 
part of whose contents we know but rather 
it is the whole as the most extreme~ self-
supporting ground of Being~ whether it is 
Being in itself~ or Being as it is for us.3 
5 
Encompassing is never an object of experience nor is it 
a definite theme of thinking~ yet Jaspers holds that it is 
not empty and for the very reason that it is not knowledge of 
a definite and individual being . 4 Rather its horizon-like 
nature enables it to aid in understanding man's total atti-
tude toward life . 
The way in which the problem is usually treated is an 
initial examination of Being in itself~ that is an interpre-
tation of Nature ~ the World ~ or God . Jaspers prefers to 
approach it from the other way ~ namely the Encompassing which 
we are ~ for he thinks that since Kant this approach has been 
unavoidable . 5 
l . See pp . ll ff . for further development . 
2. Jaspers~ Reason and Existenz~ p. 52 . 
3 . Ibid . 
4 . Ibid . Cf . Chapter III ~ "Jaspers' Religious Episte -
mology'' for a more detailed analysis . 
5 . Jaspers~ Reason and Existenz~ p . 54 . 
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2 . The Encompassing Which We Are 
There are three modes in which the "Encompassing which 
we are" appears: empirical existence (Dasein), consciousness 
as such (Bewusstsein uberhaupt), and s pi r i t (Geist) . None of 
the three is ever encountered as some particular t hing in 
the world which comes before us, either t hrough sense expe-
rience or as an object of thought . 'rRathe r it is that in 
which all other things appear to us . In general, we do not 
appropriately cognize it as an object: rather we become aware 
of it as a limit . nl 
i . Empirical Existence 
Empirical existence indicates the totality of actual 
experiences which are encountered by our empirical con-
sciousness . Although man confronts t hem as particularities, 
it is only as they a r e viewed comprehensively t hat t he y 
become the Encompassing of empirical existence. 2 
The "overpowering Other which determines me, " namely 
the world, is one aspect of empirical existence. The indi-
vidual can also become the Encompassing of empirical 
existence, for when he objectifies himself he becomes some-
thing alien , something other than himself, much like t he 
world . 3 
This Encompassing as empirical existence can never be 
comprehended as such, although matter , life, and soul as 
l . Ibid . 2. Ibid. 
3 . Ibid • , p • 55 . 
separate empirical forms can be . They cannot, however, be 
reduced to a single principle, but Jaspers writes that even 
so "I stand in the continuous presence of this embracing 
empirical reality . "l The individual may be empirically 
aware as a living actuality, but that does not of itself 
constitute the Encompassing . It is only as this is seen 
comprehensively, empirical existence in its widest per-
spective, that it become s Encompassing . 
ii . Consciousness as Such 
Despite Jaspers ' r~alization of the limitations of 
reason , the importance of r eason to him is indicated in this 
second mode of 11 the Encompassing which I am, " namely con-
sciousness as such . Jaspers writes : 
What does not appear to consciousness, 
what can in no wise touch our cognition, 
is as good as nothing for us . Hence, 
everything which exists for us must take 
on that form in which it can be thought 
or experienced by consciousness . • . it 
must become present through some temporal 
act of consciousness; communicable 
through its thinkability . 2 
He goes on to point out that consciousness has two meanings . 
One, the consciousness which we have as living e xistents , is 
not Encompassing . As living existents, howeve r , we are in a 
larger Encompassing which makes it possible for us to become 
objects of self-investigation . In addition, we therein may 
attain consciousness as such , possible Encompassing . 3 
l. Ibid . 2 . Ibid . , pp . 55-56 . 
3 . Ibid . , p . 56 . 
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Jaspers writes: 
There is a lea p between the multiplicity 
of subjective consciousnesses and the 
universal validity of that true con-
siousness which can only be one. As the 
consciousness of living beings, we are 
split into the multiplicity of endless 
particular realities, imprisoned in the 
narrowness of the individual and not 
encompassing . As consciousness in general, 
we participate in an inactuality , the 
universally valid truth, and, as such 
consciousness, are an inf inite Encom-
passing . As a conscious living actuality , 
we are always a mere kind, even a unique 
individual enclosed within its own indi-
viduality . But we participate in the 
Encompassing through the possibility of 
knowledge and through the possibility of 
common knowledge of Being in every form 
in which it appears to consciousness . l 
The distinction made between temporal living consciousness 
as actual and consciousness in general "as t he site of t he 
timeless meaning insofar as it is somethi ng produced, 
something temporal, which grasps and moves itself,"2 
necessitates a third mode of the Encompassing . 
iii . Spirit 
This third mode of the ''Encompassing which we are 11 is 
s pirit . Regarding this mode, Jaspers writes: 
Out of the origins of its being, s pirit is 
the totality of intelligible thought, 
action, and feeling -- a totality which 
is not a closed object f or knowledge but 
remains Idea. Although spirit is neces-
sarily oriented to the truth of con-
sciousness as suc h , as well as to t he 
l. Ibid . , pp . 56-57. 2 . Ibid . , p . 57. 
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actuality of its Other (Nature as known 
and used), yet in both directions it is 
moved by Ideas wh i ch bring everything 
into clarity and connection . Spirit i s 
the comprehensive reality of activity 
whic h is always given yet a l ways be i ng 
changed. It is t he process of fu sing 
and reconstruct i ng all total i t i e s in a 
present which is never finis hed yet 
always ful f illed . It is always on its 
way toward a possible completion of 
empirical existence where universa l ity , 
the whole , and every particular would all 
be membe rs of totality . Out of a con-
tinuously actual and continuously 
fragmenting whole, it pushes forward, 
creating again and again out of its 
contemporary origins its own possible 
reality . l 
Spirit is comparable to empirical existence as a time-
less process . But unlike empirical existence , it 11 moves by 
9 
a reflexivity of knowledge instead of by some merely 
biologico - psychological process . 112 It cannot be investigated 
as a natural object but must be unde rstood f rom within . Its 
direction is toward the universality of consciousness as 
such . 3 
In Encompassing as empirical existence, one is bound to 
ultimate bases of particulars . The Encompassing as s pirit 
is a conscious relation to all that is comprehensib l e . By 
it the world and the person are transformed into " t he intel-
ligible, 11 which "encloses totalities . 11 Jaspers w.ri t es that 
"as objects in this mode of the Encompassing , we know 
l. Ib i d . 2 . Ibid . , p . 58 . 
3 . Ibid. 
ourselves from within as the one, unique, all-embracing 
reality which is wholly spirit and only spirit . "l 
10 
These three modes (empirical existence, consciousness 
as such, spirit) are not meant to indicate separate and 
distinct areas . They are merely the "starting points through 
which we can come to feel that comprehensive Being which we 
are and in which all Being and everything scientifically 
investigable appears . 11 2 Jaspers writes: 
These three modes taken individually are 
not yet the Encompassing as we represent it . 
Consciousness as such, the location of uni-
versally valid truth, is in itself nothing 
independent . On one side, it points to its 
basis in empirical existence . On the other 
it points to spirit, the power it must let 
itself be dominated by if it would attain 
meaning and totality . In itself, con-
sciousness as such is an unreal articulation 
of the Encompassing . Through it, the Encom-
passing is differentiated into those modes 
according to one of which the Encompassing 
can become individuated and knowable as 
empirical natural processes, and, according 
to the other of which it is understandable, 
a self-transparent, totalizing reality or 
Freedom . Empirical existence and spirit 
produce forms of reality; consciousness as 
such is the form in which we envisage the 
Encompassing as the condition of the uni-
versally valid and communicable . 3 
3 . The Encompassing as Being Itself 
The three modes of the 11Encompassing which we are 11 are 
not conceivable in themselves . Rather they refer beyond 
l. Ibid . 2 . Ibid. 
3 . Ibid . , pp . 58-59 . 
ll 
themselves . They are not nBeing itself 11 but are "the 
genuine appearance in the Encompassing of Being itself . "1 
When the limit of questioning from our situation is reached, 
it indicates this Being itself . In questioning it is the 
last thing reached, but it is also the source of that 
questioning which will not allow the questioner to rest 
before it is indicated . 
Jaspers writes that "it is not made by us, is not 
interpretation, and is not an object . 11 2 The questioner 
creates the form of everything he knows since, as the 
discussion of consciousness as such pointed out, what is 
known must appear in the modes in which it is possible for 
it to be an object . But this knowledge is unable to create 
even the minutest thing in its empirical existence . Jaspers 
draws the comparison that 
in the same way, Being itself is that which 
shows an immeasurable number of appearances 
to inquiry , but it itself always recedes and 
only manifests itself indirectly as that 
determinate empirical existence we encounter 
in the progress of our experiences and in 
the regularity
3
of processes in all their 
particularity . 
In this sense it is called the "World . " 
Being itself is also the Encompassing which Jaspers 
calls "Transcendence . 11 Every mode of Encompassing is 
Transcendence to the extent that it is able to "go beyond" 
l . Ibid . , p . 59 . 
3. Ibid • , p . 60 . 
2 . Ibid . 
particular experiences . In this study the use of the term 
Transcendence will be restricted to Encompassing as Being 
itself, 11 that which is the absolute Encompassing just as 
certainly 'is' as it remains unseen and unknown . "1 
These then are the modes of Encompassing: (l) Being 
itself, or Being as the Other, expressed in two modes: 
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(a) the World, that is the empirical existence which it is 
possible to investigate universally and validly, and (b) 
Transcendence or Being in itself; (2) the Being of the "Encom-
passing which we are" expressed in three modes : (a) empirical 
existence (an indeterminate but comprehensive actuality), 
(b) consciousness as such (the objective and intelligible 
validities possible for the individual), (c) spirit ("the 
single whole of coherent movement of consciousness as it is 
activated by Ideas"2) . 
4. Existenz: Ground of the Encompassing 
Against this background may be seen the central point 
of Jaspers' philosophizing, namely the awareness of potential 
Existenz . Existenz emphasizes the Encompassing as quite 
another kind of horizon, not that of a vast magnitude of 
horizons, "but rather in the sense of a fundamental origin, 
the condition of selfhood without which all the vastness of 
Being becomes a desert."3 It is this Existenz which makes 
l. Ibid . 2; Ibid . , p. 64. 
3 . Ibid . , p . 60 . 
possib l e the meaning of every mode of the Encompassing . 
Jaspers writes : 
It might appear as t hough the s paciousness of 
the Encompassing had been contracted into the 
uniqueness of t he individual self which, in 
contrast to t he reality of encompassing s pirit, 
looks like the emptiness of a point . But this 
contracted point lodged, so to speak in the 
body of empirical existence, in this partic-
ular consciousness, and in this spirit, is, 
in fact , the sole possible revelation of the 
depths of Being as historicity . In all 
modes of the Encompassing, the self can 
become ge~uinely certain of itself only as 
Existenz . 
In comparison with consciousness as such , Existenz is 
the hidden ground in which Transcendence is first 
encountered . Since the person is conscious only when there 
is objective being before him with which he is concerned, 
Existenz is possible for the person only when he knows 
Transcendence , recognizing it to be the power through which 
the person may become himself in an "authentic 11 or genuine 
way . Jaspers states that "the Other is either the being 
which is in the world for consciousness as such, or it is 
Transcendence for Existenz . "2 . 
Existenz is inward . Transcendence has no meaning 
without it , for then it is only 
something indifferent and not to be known, 
something supposed to be at the bottom of 
things , something excogitated, or, perhaps 
for our animal consciousness, something 
weird or terrifying plunging it into super -
stition and anxiety, a subject to be inves-
l. Ibid . , p . 61 2. Ibid . 
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tiga t ed psychologically and removed through 
a r ational insight int~ the factual by 
consciousness as suc h . 
14 
Jaspers explains Existenz as being a counte rpart to 
spir it . He writes: 
Spirit is t he wi ll to become who le, potent i al 
Existenz is t he will t o be authentic. Spiri t 
in intelligible throughout, coming to itself 
in the whole; but Existenz is the unintel-
ligible, standing by and against other 
Existenzen, breaking up every whole and never 
reaching any r eal totality . For s pi ri t, a 
final transparenc y would be t he or i gin of 
Being; Existenz on the other hand r emains in 
all clarity of s pirit as the i rremediably 
dark origin . Spirit lets e verything disap -
pear and vanish into unive r sality and 
totality . The individual as spirit is not 
himself but, so to speak, the unity of 
contingent individua l s and of the necessary 
universal . Existenz however is irreducibly 
in another; it is t he absolutely firm, t he 
irreplacable, and t herefore, as against all 
mere empi r ical existence, consciousness as 
such , and spirit, it is au thentic being before 
Transcendence to whic h alon~ i t surrende r s 
itself without reservation . 
This sur r ender to Transcendence is the religious experience. 
The knowledge derived f r om i t will be conside r ed in t he 
following chapter, and its relation to traditional religious 
forms will be considered in t he fourth chapter. The reason 
for this consideration ofEncompassing has been to understand 
what Jaspers means when he speaks of this experience. In 
this understanding the reference to s pirit is important. 
Spirit is concerned wi th "grasping•• t he person either 
in his role as a part of the whole or as an exampl~ of 
l. Ibid . , pp. 61-62 . 2 . Ibid., p . 62 . 
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that universal. But Existenz, ''as the possibility of decision 
derivable from no universal validity, is an origin in time, 
is the individual as historicity . 111 Timelessness is 
apprehended not through universal concepts, but rather 
through temporality itself . 2 
The historicity of spirit is found only in retrospect, 
the representation of itself as a totality . The historic-
ity of Existenz is "eternity in time, as the absolute 
historicity of its concrete empirical existence in a spir-
itual opacity which is never removed . . . the paradox of 
the unity of temporality and eternity . "3 
The immediacy of spirit is potential Idea, univer-
sality unfolding toward clarity and understanding . The 
immediacy of Existenz is found in the relation of its histo-
ricity to Transcendence, "the irremovab le immediacy of its 
faith . "4 Its fai t h is in this absolute immediacy where 
impulse and goal are both present and upon which the three 
modes of the "Enc ompassing which we are" as well as Existenz 
itself rests . 5 Jaspers writes : 
When Existenz understands itself, it is 
not like my understanding of another, nor the 
sort of understanding whose contents can 
l. Ibid . 
3 . Ibid ., pp . 62-63 . 
5 . Ibid. 
2 . Ibid . 
4 . I bid . , p . 63 . 
be abstracted from the person understanding, 
nor a sort of looking at; rather it is an 
origin which itself first arises in its 
own self-clarification . It is not like 
sharing in something else, but is at 
once the understanding and the being of 
what is understood. It is not under-
standing through universals, but moves 
about such understanding in the medium 
of spirit to become an understanding with -
out any generalization in the absolute 
present, in deed, in love, and in every 
form of absolute consciousness. It is 
the difference between the love of another, 
which I understand but yet never really 
understand, and my own love, which I 
understand because I am that love . Or, 
in other words, the difference between 
understanding other things by empathy 
as process or experience, and under-
s tanding myself as unique si~ce I know 
myself before Transcendence . 
One cannot authentically be himself until he understands 
himself . 
The ground of religious experience, that is the sur-
render of Existenz to Transcendence, is thus that of 
16 
Existenz itself, for it is in Existenz that Transcendence 
is encountered. The ground of Existenz is necessary both 
for philosophizing and religious experience. Without 
Existenz ''everything seems empty, hollowed out, without 
ground, fake, because everything has turned into endless 
masks, mere possibilities, or mere empirical existence . "2 
1. Ibid. 
2 . Ibid. 
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5. Reason: Bond of the Encompassing 
The modes of the Encompassing find connection not only 
through Existenz, but also through reason. Reason is not 
something new and separate, nor is it another mode of the 
Encompassing . It is rather a continuing and moving demand, 
a bond uniting the modes of t he Encompassing . 1 What does 
this kind of reason include ? Jaspers writes that: 
if reason means the pre-eminence of thought 
in all modes of the Encompassing, then more 
is included than mere thinking . It is t hen 
what goes beyond all limits, the omnipresent 
demand of thought, that not only grasps what 
is universally valid and is an ens rationis in 
the sense of being a law or principle of order 
of some process, but also brings to light the 
Other, stands before the absolutely counter-
rational, touching it and bringing it, too, 
into being . Reason, through the pre -eminence 
of thought, can bring all the modes of the 
Encompassing to light by continually tran-
scending limits, without itself being an 
Encompassing like them . It is, so to speak, 
like the final authentic Encompassing which 
continually must withdraw and remain incon-
ceivable except in those m~des of the Encom-
passing in which it moves . 
Reason should not be considered as the source of. knowl-
ed ge in and of itself . As the Encompassing bond, however, 
all .other sources are first "brought to light 11 in it . Thus, 
11 it is the unrest which permits acquiescence in nothing; it 
forces a break with the immediacy of the unconscious in every 
mode of the Encompassing which we are."3 On the other hand, 
it is 11 that which can effect the great peace, not the peace 
1 . Ibid ., p . 64 . 
3 . Ibid . 
2. Ib id ., p . 65. 
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of a self-confident rational whole, but that of Being itself 
opened up to us through reason." 1 
Reason is the impulse toward philosophizing. If the 
impulse is lost, reason is no longer present . This impulse 
is "that reason which always rises clearer from all the 
deviations and narrowings of so-called 'reason ' and which 
can acknowledge the justice of objections to reason and set 
their limits." 2 There is a danger in reason getting "caught" 
in only one mode of encompassing" in empirical existence, 
it might give rise to a narrow and blind "will-to-exis t" ; in 
consciousness as such, indifferent and endless validities; in 
spirit, "a self-enclosed, harmonious totality which can be 
contemplated but not lived."3 As Jaspers writes: "reason is 
always too little when it is enclosed within final and 
determinate forms, and it is always too much when it appears 
as a self-sufficient substitute."4 
In a positive clarification of the role of reason , 
Jaspers contends: 
With the rational attitude I desire unlimited 
clarity ; I try to know scientifically, to grasp 
the empirically real and the compelling valid-
ities of the thinkable; but at the same time, I 
live with an awareness of the limits of scien-
tific penetrability and of clarity in general; 
however, I push forward from all sources in all 
modes of the Encompassing toward a universal un-
folding of them in thought and reject above all 
thoughtlessness.5 
1. Ibid. 
3. Ibid., pp . 65-66 . 
5. Ibid. 
2 . Ibid. 
4 . Ibid ., p . 66. 
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Even though reason is nothing by itself , its appearance 
in every mode of the Encompassing is indicative of its 
"binding , recollecting , and progressive power whose contents 
are always derived from its own limits and which passes 
beyond every one of these limits, expressing perpetual 
dissatisfaction . "1 It is "a bond which does not rest upon 
i tself but always on s omething else out of which reason 
produces both what it itself is and what it can be . " 2 
It is Existenz which provides the content for reason . 
It is "the Other , " clarified by reason , and from which come 
decisive impulses pressing toward reason . Without this 
content, reason is nothing but "understanding" without any 
basis . It is only through "acts of potential Ex is tenz 11 that 
reason is itself . 3 
Existenz is oriente d toward the Other . It first 
becomes an indepe ndent cause in the world through Tran -
scendence for Existenz is not self-created . Jaspers writes: 
Existenz, oriented to reason through whose 
clarity it first experiences unrest and the 
appeal of Transcendence, under the needling 
questioning of reason first comes into its 
own authentic movement . Without reason, 
Existenz is inac tave, sleeping , and as 
though not there . 
Without the other, both reason and Existenz lose their 
genuineness and reliability . In separating themselves they 
1 . Ibid • 2 . Ibid . 
3 . Ibid • 4 . Ibid • 
la c~ communication . In isolation they have no authentic 
meaning . 1 Only as man brings his mental capabilities into 
relationship with living e xperience do both fulfill their 
purpose . 
In philosophizing, the Encompassing is not to be 
understood in the same way as an object in the world for it 
is impossible to derive the modes of the Encompassing from 
any particular appearing in them . 2 Rather, Jaspers points 
out: 
Reason therefore points to both that unat-
tainable One , whose infinite attraction makes 
Reason think, and to - the origins, which, 
brought to life by Reason, attain the power 
of speech . Reason brings it about that what 
is and can be must unfold itself; it is that 
which unlocks the heart of everything . And 
it urges on into relation with the One that 
which it has unlocked, that it may3not sink into the nothingness of diffusion . 
6 . Transcendence and the God-Concept 
Philosophizing is begun 11 in wonder, in doubt, in a 
sense of forsakenness .•. an inner upheaval, which 
determines its goal. "4 When one become s aware of "gaps" in 
his understanding of world structure, and fails in his 
attempts to construct a system with a self-contained world , 
1 . Ibid . , p . 68 . 
2 . Ibid . , p . 69. 
3 . Ibid q p . 42 
4. Karl Jaspers , Way to Wisdom : An Introduction to 
Philosophy, trans . , Ralph Manheim (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1951) , pp . 23-24 . 
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in the recognition of the futility of human constructs and 
goals, "the impossibility of fulfilling man himself brings us 
to the edge of the abyss, where we experience [either] 
nothingness or God . "l 
Here can be seen "the unquestionable immediacy of 
existential faith and the infinite movement of reason . "2 
One's own being is not derived from that which he encounters 
but rather becomes authentic through its realization that 
an individual cannot completely understand all that is 
involved in every confrontation, whether mental or physical . 
"There always arises in thinking man that which passes beyond 
everything of which he thinks . "3 
Thus, the basis of our approach to that which is ulti-
mately Transcendent and which we designate as "God" cannot 
be derived from mental constructs alone . The Encompassing is 
not known in any mental form in and of itself; therefore the 
being which appears to us cannot be deduced from it . False 
derivations suppose that Being itself has already been 
cognitively mastered . 4 For example , Jaspers writes: 
\'le have the proofs for the existence of 
God . Since Kant honest thinkers are agreed 
1 . Karl Jaspers , The Perennial Scope of Philosophy, 
trans . Ralph Manheim (New York : Philosophical Library, 
1949), p . 32 . 
2 . Jaspers, Reason and Existenz, p . 69. 
3. Ibid ., p . 70 . 4 . Ibid. 
that such proofs are impossible, if they 
aim to compel the intellect, as one can 
compel it to realize that the earth revolves 
around the sun and that the moon has a 
reverse side . But the arguments for the 
existence of God do not lose their validity 
as ideas because they have lost their power 
to prove . They amount to a confirmation 
of faith by intellectual operations. When 
they are original, the thinker struck by 
their evidence experiences them as the 
profoundest event of life . When they are 
reflected upon with understanding, they 
make possible a repetition of this expe-
rience . The idea as such effects a 
transformation in man , it opens our eyes , 
in a sense . More than that , it becomes 
a fundament of ourselves, by enhancing 
our awareness of being, iy becomes the 
source of personal depth . 
These arguments for the existence of God start with that 
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which can be found and experienced in the world, concluding: 
11 if this is, then God must exist , 11 and thereby 11 the funda-
mental mysteries of the cosmos are brought to awareness as 
stepping stones to God . n2 
In speculative philosophy proper, another path is 
taken . Through intellectual operations thought becomes 
aware of inclusive Being which develops and deepens until 
it involves an awareness of God.3 God's presence may be 
existeptially ascertained, in which case good and evil is 
distinguished as a commandment of God, e . g . Transcendence 
speaking through the reality of love . 4 In none of these 
1 . Jaspers, Perennial Scope of Philosophy, p. 31. 
2. Ibid . , pp. 31-32 . 3 • Ibid • , p . 3 2 • 
3. Ibid . , Cf. Chapter V, part 2. 
is a scientifically cogent proof presented. Indeed Jaspers 
postulates: 
A proved God is no God. Accordingly: only 
he who starts from God, can seek him . A 
certainty of the existence of God, however 
rudimentary and intangible it may be, is a 
premise, not a result of philosophical 
activity.l 
Thus, the basis for Jaspers' philosophy of religion 
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is developed. Man in his encounters is made aware of limi-
tations and horizons beyond which there is something which 
includes even more. He becomes aware of this Encompassing 
in several modes, all of which are encountered in human 
Existenz and related to each other by reason. Encompassing 
always involves transcendence but in this study the term 
"Transcendence" will be used only to designate the unknown 
ultimate Encompassing. At this incomprehensible 11 height" 
Transcendence may be equated with God. God is God because 
he is transcendent, beyond human comprehension. Jaspers 
approaches God through the way of negation. 
God is the most remote of all things,· 
he is transcendence; all attempts to 
absolutize anything else are mere short-
sightedness. But what God, transcendence 
is, can be discussed indefinitely, can 
be circumscribed with neg~tions, but 
never really apprehended. 
1 . Jaspers, Perennial Scope of Philosophy, p . 32 . 
2. Ibid., p . 146. 
Nevertheless, Transcendence is encountered, not in and of 
itself , but through myth and cipher . To this religious 
epistemology t his study turns its attention . 
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CHAPTER III 
JASPERS' RELIGIOUS EPISTEMOLOGY 
1 . The Basis of Religious Understanding 
For Jaspers the aim of philosophy must be communication, 
for it is in communication that aims such as "awareness of 
being , illuminat i on through love, attainment of peace" have 
their roots.l This communication, however, is more than the 
mere stating of logical propositions . It involves an under-
standing between speaker and listener , or writer and reader . 
While "existentialism" as a way of philosophizing has 
resulted in many and varied final results, the common trait 
of these results has been "the affirmation of a moral earnest-
ness foreign to mere knowing . "2 There is a distinction to be 
made between the man with "knowledge" (logical propositions) 
and the man with "wisdom" (understanding and application) . 
This chapter is concerned with the way in which the latter 
is developed as a basis for religious understanding . 
i . Comprehension 
All that we are and all that is real to us is found in 
immediate experience . Immediate experience is the "site 
1. Jaspers, Way to Wisdom, p . 27 . 
2. Karl Jaspers and Rudolf Bultmann, Myth and 
Christianity (New York: Noonday Press, 1958), p . 9 . 
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as a whole and as an object. 111 The extent to which a given 
content is actual for us is based not on reason by itself, 
but on the immediate experience. 2 Jaspers writes: 
In immediate experience a conscious mind 
is directed at objects which it sets before 
itself. All clarity, all thought and 
language, is in this split between the 
thinker and t he t hing he has in mind, 
between subject and object. Thi s split 
is the luminous crest of a wave surging 
above unfathomable depths; it may also be 
compared to a flame that is nourished by 
the flow of the inexhaustible Encompassing . 
If the flow stops, if awareness of the deep 
ground is absent, if there is only the split 
between a conscious mind and the objects it 
intends, then we have no more than a rustle 
of withered leaves, the swirling of dead 
husks of words, producing a semblance of 
external order and meaning in endless 
arbitrary variation.3 
Thus thinking, "being conscious," is impossible without the 
subject-object dichotomy. 
On the other hand , comprehension also has a non-
objective aspect. That is to say, objectivity acquires 
meaning only in so far as it is related to subjectivity.4 
The epistemological Encompassing therefore has both sub-
jective and ob j ective poles . 
Nothing is clear unless it is an object, so objecti-
fication is not objectionable, only false ob j ectification. 
If Transcendence is an object of thought when s peculating 
about Being, the object then present only indicates 
l. Ibid., p . 12 . 
3. Ibid., p . 13. 
2 . Ibid . 
4 . Ibid ., p. 14. 
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a disintegrating movement of thought . What was conceived as 
object then has been transformed into signs of potential 
Existenz and if treated objectively these signs lose 
authentic meaning . "The question is always how we grasp 
the indispensable objectivity of things without losing sight 
of the fact that objectivity alone is unsufficient~ and how 
we distinguish it from false objectification. 11 1 
In doing so~ two stages of comprehension must be 
recognized : 
Primary comprehenslon [immediate encounter] 
distinguishes between good and bad~ true 
and false, beautiful and ugly; secondary 
comprehension~ or comprehension of the 
comprehended~ confronts its object from a 
distance without commitment, and distin-
guishes only between the correct and the 
incorrect in determining the actual meaning 
once intended . 2 
In primary comprehension 1 both truth and falsity are present. 
Secondary comprehension may be able to demonstrate empirical 
errors but, Jaspers supposes~ only when applied to scientific 
knowledge . 3 
The tension between primary and secondary comprehension 
indicates certain limitation on each . There is a tremendous 
difference between the one who originally comprehends and 
the man who comprehends only because of that original 
comprehension made by another . The observer may attain a 
1 . Ibid . , pp . 14-15 . 2 . Ibid . , pp . 23-24 . 
3 . Ibid . ~ p. 25 . 
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broader insight than the participant but he sacrifices 
involvement; he is unable t o encounter important aspects of 
the primary comprehension . 1 He sacrifices depth for breadth 
of insight . 
Primary comprehension also has its limitations for it 
encounters the incomprehensible in two forms, but these two 
forms are ultimately positive for Jaspers . One is the 
incomprehensible which is remote and remains obscure . The 
other is real in human life itself, and while it remains 
obscure, there is possible an endless potential for clari-
fication and communication , thereby bringing the power of 
comprehension to the incomprehensible, seeking an under-
standing and discovering clues to the nature of that which 
must remain ultimately incomprehensible . 2 Often these clues 
make more certain the incomprehensibility of the object (e . g. 
God) but this very discovery is in itself an important 
comprehension . 
If it is authentic, comprehension comes to grip with 
both aspects and in so doing secondary comprehension moves 
into the field of primary comprehension by coming to grips 
with reality as part of its historical realization . 3 
l. Ibid~, pp . 26-27. 
2. Ibid., p . 27 . 
3. Ibid., p . 28. 
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ii . The Comprehensive: Epistemological Enc ompassing 
The subject-object dichotomy does not provide a suf-
ficient basis for understanding religious knowledge. How-
ever, its importance must not be ignored. We do not determine 
that which our thinking discloses as the Other . Jaspers 
contends that the Other is independent of us . In this 
respect Jaspers is an epistemological dualist . But the 
relationship between subject and ob j ect is not a simple 
one. Jaspers writes : 
We are moved by the Other, and we conceive 
it as independent of us, as something that 
is even without us . At t he same time, we 
become aware of the subjective conditions 
governing our awareness of everything 
objective. Reality is disclosed to us 
only in so far as we are empirically 
existent, as knowable only in so far as 
we are abstract consciousness; and as 
transcendence only in so far as we are 
potential Existenz . The unfolding of 
subjectivity implies the coming into view 
of a pertinent objectivity . The one does 
not produce the other, but the object 
appears only to the subject, and the subject 
can realize itself only through the object . l 
In stating t he sub ject-object dichotomy, however , it 
becomes an ob j ect. Yet it can be an ob j ect only for 
"thought , 11 for we do not encounter the sub j ective pole as an 
object in the world. This subject -object relation can be 
only an image through which we seek to express that which can 
never become object.2 That which is neither a subject nor an 
object but encompasses both Jaspers calls das Umgreifende, 
1 . Ibid ., pp . 44-45 . 
2 . Jaspers, Way to Wisdom, p . 32 . 
the Encompassing, or as Ralph Manheim translates it, " t he 
Comprehensive . " It is not an adequate object of thought 
but even so "it is of this, and with this in mind, that we 
speak when we philosophize . "1 
Truth is not attained through an object as the end of 
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knowledge. Rather it is attained, Jaspers writes, "in some-
thing objective, which transcends all empirical knowled ge, 
something which is not really an object, in something 
objective which we call cypher or symbol or metaphor. 11 2 It 
is through t his distinction between objects in the world and 
the encompassing process of objectivity that Jaspers is able 
to go beyond empirical knowledge . 
2 . Vehicles of Meaning 
i. Myth, Cipher, and Symbol 
At the boundary of the Encompassing as seen by the 
individual, myth becomes an indispensable language of the 
truth of the greatest Encompassing, that is, Transcendence . 3 
Myth is easily misunderstood . Three distinctive elements 
may be distinguished: 
l. Jaspers, Perennial Sco pe of Philosophy, p . 9 . 
2 . Karl Jaspers, Truth and Symbol, trans. Jean T. Wilde 
et al . (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1959), p. 19 . 
3 . Karl Jaspers, Reason and Anti-Reason in Our Time, 
trans . S . Godman (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1952), 
PP . 70-71. 
(1) The myth tells a s t ory and expresses 
intuitive insights, rather than universal 
concepts. The myt h is historical, both 
in the form of its thinking and i n its 
content. It i s not a cloak or disguise 
put over a general idea, which can be 
better and more directly grasped intel-
lectua l ly. It explains in terms of 
historical origin rather than i n terms 
of a necessity conceived as universal 
law. 
(2) The myth deals with sacred stories 
and visions, wi t h stories about gods 
rather than with empirical realit i es. 
(3) The myth is a carrier of meanings 
which can be expressed only in the 
language of myth . The mythical f i gures 
are symbols which, by their very nature, 
are untranslatable into other language. 
They are accessible only in the mythi cal 
element, they are irreplaceable, unique. 
They cannot be interpreted rationa l l y ; 
they are interpreted only by new myths, 
by being tr1nsformed . Myths interpret 
each other. 
31 
The myt h is a symbol, a communication of t hat which i s 
otherwise incommunicable. It is the c ipher-script which i s 
able to provide for our th i nki ng t hat which wi t hout i t 
wou l d be l ost in the void of t he incomprehensible. 2 The 
comprehension of t he symbol is a knowledge about Be i ng , not 
as the object of scientific thought, but as "a phi losophical 
awareness of Being."3 
There is a sense in which a symbol is infinite. The 
symbol invo l ves t he experience of essent i a l r ea lity . For 
1. Jaspers, Myth and Christianity, pp . 15-16. 
2. Jaspers, Truth and Symbol, pp . 38-39 . 
3. Ibid., pp . 39-40. 
32 
thought is not adequate to the symbol . 11 The symbol opens us 
up for Being and shows us all Being . rrl 
The symbol is epistemologically t he most complete way 
in which Being is present . It is connected with essential 
reality, whereas sense data are connected with empirical 
reality . Mental activity should not be exclusively concerned 
with either one or the other of these . Indeed, our mental 
activity starts with empirical reality and only through t he 
transcendent nature of the Encompassing do we become aware of 
essential reality . The two must not be confused. Jaspers 
writes : 
Essential reality is more, is inwardly 
more gripping , than the empirical reality 
which only dominates my daily life . If 
someone says, "God is more real than this 
table here, 11 it is a distorted expression . 
In no way is God r eal like the table; it 
is a difference not of degr ee but of kind . 
Being bound by the absolutism of empirical 
exis t ence closes one off from the essential 
reality of the Divinity . The assertion of 
God's exis tence as an existence greater 
than t hat of this table is a tyrannical 
fo rm of the will to believe which, as a 
matter of fact, still clings to empirical 
reality as the absolute . 2 
The myth , as the cipher-script of Being, communicates 
adequately only in so far as the cipher - reader realizes 
that to call it a language is a metaphor, that it is indic -
ative not of objects in the world, but of Being itself . 3 
l . Ibid . , p . 40 . 
3 . Ibid . , p . 42 . 
2 . Ib i d . , p . 41 . 
Jaspers turns to a biblical phrase as the characterization 
of both the purpose and use of myth as he writes: 
The whole of mythical, as well as specu-
lative, thinking is transcended in the 
inexorable commandment: Thou shalt not 
make unto thee any graven image or any 
likeness. Since, as finite sensory 
rational beings we cannot think other-
wise than in terms of objects and guided 
by our senses, the commandment can only 
mean that we are not to posit as absolute 
any idea, any mythical figure, any 
representation of events or entities. 
It is always the language of transendence, 
limitlessly rich, that clarifies meanings 
at all levels; it is never the tran-
scendence itself . The idea of God, 
taken seriously, excludes definite 
determinations, and requires that we go 
beyond all languages , but only after 
having passed through them. In the 
moment that is eternity, we surmount 
them, having attained the incommunicable 
imageless . l 
Faith is able to see the two aspects of the incompre-
hensible previously mentioned as through a primary compre-
hension which is manifested first in mythical and later in 
conceptual terms but never as a secondary comprehension . 
Fa ith encounters the incomprehensible, yet Jaspers says it 
"can be communicated to others, and thereby lays claim to 
being comprehended," since 11 only what can be comprehended 
can be communicated." 2 A genuine myth leads to true 
illumination. It contains reason and submits itself to the 
l . Jaspers, Myth and Christianity, pp . 89-90 . 
2 . Ibid . , p . 29 . 
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scrutiny of reason. It is through myth and symbol that we 
are able to gain deep insight into those areas which lie 
on the boundary of human confrontation. 1 
ii. Dangers of Myth 
Myth may easily be misused. Of the dangers involved 
Jaspers seems most concerned with that of false certainty. 
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Myths are not demonstrable as is finite knowledge . They are 
11 in the uncertain realm of nonknowledge." 2 There is a danger 
in giving clear and precise statements in an article of 
faith, for it is then easy to treat them as if they were 
knowledge and so to lose their meaning. 11 They beguile him 
who states them to raising false claims. 11 3 
In response to Rudolf Bultmann•s plea for demythol-
ogization, Jaspers writes in Myth and Christianity: 
The demand for demythologization is justified 
only if at the same time it insists on 
restoring the reality of the mythical 
language . We should seek not to destroy, 
but to restore the language of myth. For 
it is the language of a reality that is 
not empirical, but existential, whereas our 
mere empirical existence tends continually 
to be lost in the empirical, as though the 
latter were all of reality . Only he has the 
right to demythologize, who resolutely retains 
the reality contained in the cipher language 
of the myth . 
The real task, therefore, is not to demythol-
ogize, but to recover mythical thought in its 
1 . Jaspers, Reason and Anti-Reason in our Times, p . 71 . 
2 . Jaspers, Perennial Scope of Philosophy, pp . 36-37. 
3 . Ibid. 
original purity, and to a ppropriate, in this 
form of thinking, the marvelous mythical 
contents that deepen us morally, enlarge us 
as human beings , and indirectly bring us 
closer to the lofty, imageless transcendence, 
the idea of God which no myth can fully 
express for it surpasses them all . 
What Jaspers means by the recovery of mythical thought is 
clarified in the reply he gives to his critics: 
Whenever I turn to myths in all their 
forms I am anxious to read the ciphers and 
to hear that language which ultimately 
refers to or derives from the One, which 
itself is not present in any cipher nor in 
any myth . When I speak of de-mythification, 
I do not mean the translation of mythical 
content into something like a purer truth 
nor its interpretation in terms of some 
unmythical truth- content . I mean rather 
a passing beyond all myths , - - the pic-
turesque foregrounds of the infinite 
manifold , -- to an unpictured godhead, 
which appears neither as picture to the 
eye nor as thought to thinking, but which 
is the reality beyond all myths and beyond 
all possibilities of thinking, a reality, 
which is experienced and touch~d by us 
only in myths and in thoughts . 
There is also the danger of materialism . Originally 
there is no conscious differentiation between the empirical 
and the supernatural in the myth . If the supernatural is 
considered as tangible and empirical, myth is lost and 
materialism results . If, however, we are conscious that 
there is a difference , myth is not interpreted as an empir-
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ical reality and no longer wavers between reality and meaning 
l . Jaspers, Myth and Christianity, p. 17 . 
2 . Jaspers, "Reply to My Critics" in Schilpp, op . cit., 
p . 782 . 
but we are aware of myth as a cipher, using it as a means of 
insight. 1 But if the purpose and legitimate use of myth are 
overlooked, one may indulge in images simpl y because he finds 
them fascinating. When this ha ppens, Jas pers writes: 
The pur pose is no longer the permeation by 
reason of the essence that is present in the 
images which represent one side of reality in 
the practical life of everyday. The urge is 
rather to be disengaged f rom the reality f or 
which one is personally responsible and, by 
yielding to the enticing spectre of the 
irrational, to transfer it to a mysterious 
reality outside oneself . All that remains 
is a wildly roaming imagination committed to 
nothing which claims to be the truth of being, 
an inconsequential emotionalism . Mythical 
thinking like this which has drifted away 
from Reason is non-thought, because it lacks 
the animating force of existential self-
criticism . 2 
Jaspers therefore postulates the necessity of myth to 
bring us to essential reality and at the same time maintains 
that essential reality cannot be fully known through myth 
because of its unexhaustible and incomprehensible nature. 
Jaspers has an openness for myths, and indicates that he has 
been reproached for the "non-obligatoriness of the many 
ciphers . 11 3 But he also demands an unpictured deity, and 
indicates that others have reproached him for 11 having 
extinguished all the fulness and grandeur of Being in the 
emptiness of this dimensionless point (Punktuelle), in 
1 . Jaspers, Myth and Christianity, pp . 85-86 . 
2. Jaspers, Reason and Anti-Reason in Our Time, p . 71. 
3 . Jaspers, 11 Reply to My Critics 11 in Schilpp, op. cit . , 
p . 782 . 
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Nothingness . " 1 He affirms the necessity both of myth and of 
the ultimate unknowable nature of that to which it points 
and in so doing participates in the antinomy "which runs 
through thousands of years of Occidental thinking . "2 
iii . Understanding God 
The basis of understanding God comes in existence 
itself . We are oriented toward God through the language of 
symbols . Our understanding does not a pprehend the reality of 
this symbolism . God as an object is reality f or us only in 
Existenz because he is part of a different dimension from 
the empirical objects which compel knowledge . 3 Our being in 
time provides this encounter of existence and transcendence 
"of the eternal that we are~ as beings that are both created 
and self-given -- and of the eternal in itself . 11 4 
This encounter is in the world and thus bound within 





Because what is fo r us ~ must manifest itself 
within the temporality of the world~ there 
is no direct knowledge of God and existence. 
The study of the world is our only road to 
existential self-realization . I f we are 
lost to the world~ we are also lost to 
ourse 1 ves . 5 
Ibid . 2. Ibid . 
Jaspers, Way to Wisdom~ pp. 32-33 . 




Thus, believing in God means living by that which is 
not in the world but which is known only by symbols of 
transcendence which are in the world . 1 Having affirmed that 
God is results in speculation with regard to what he is, and 
while it is impossible to answer that question, great inspi-
ration has resulted from the effort . Negative theology is 
able to tell what God is not, and the presence of the divine 
is realized by the symbols of finite things . 2 God can never 
become clear to us apart from subjectivity . The reality 
of Transcendence is present only through myth, not in itself . 
Transcendence is a reality only through Existenz . Tran-
scendence and Existenz are manifested in empirical existence 
and consciousness only as languages . 3 
God is inconceivable, unthinkable, invisible . ''No 
symbol or metaphor can describe Him and none may take His 
place . "4 Representations of God are all myths, meaningful 





An example of this is the Trinity, God 
becomes the Trinity with metaphors drawn 
from the world of experience , but the 
Trinity is also thought of as the basis 
of these phenomena in the world. The 
metaphor of the Trinity of God is the 
dialectical three steps which are to be 
found in all Being, especially in our 
Jaspers, Way to Wisdom, p . 50 . 
Jaspers, Perennial Scope of Philosophy, 
Jaspers, Myth and Christianity, p . 44. 
Jaspers , Way to Wisdom, p. 48. 
p. 33 . 
inner life and intellectual development . 
These phenomena are, however, rather to be 
interpreted in reverse as the mirror and 
the likeness of the Trinity so that 
Augustine's de trinitate dei is perhaps 
just as much-a knowledge of God as a 
knowledge of the soul . But this circle 
does not dissolve this whole as a delusion 
but is itself the cypher of Being which is 
just as lost in an objectivization into a 
presumed knowledge of God as in a reduction 
into empirically experienced triplicities. 
Other circles also arise between empirical 
reality and the language of Being, between 
the world image and knowledge, between the 
ideal and the reality of being-man.l 
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God is encountered in Existenz through the Encompassing 
drive of authentic living . Understanding of his Being is 
communicable only through myth . God's nature cannot be 
understood or described in the certainty of empirical reality, 
but as essential reality, our "understanding 11 of God reaches 
to the depths of Being - Itself . What then is involved in 
such an encounter? What makes an individual sensitive to 
religious understanding? 
3 . Religious Sensitivity 
The thinking person strives to attain Existenz by first 
removing himself from falsehood in his effort to achieve 
authenticity. 11 He is strong in love, open to reason, and 
prepared to read the cipher of Transcendence . "2 The 
willingness to open the self to all modes of being which are 
1 . Jaspers, Truth and Symbol, pp . 63-64. 
2 . Karl Jaspers, Existentialism and Humanism, trans . 
E. B. Ashton; ed . H. E . Fischer (New York: Russell F . Moore, 
1952), pp. 95-96 . 
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able to provide authenticity involves the acknowledgement of 
two presuppositions: (1) The absolute transcendence of God 
over the world . God may fade away when one tries to fathom 
his nature, but he is always near in the unique situation . 1 
(2) The world as the language of God . It has no independent 
existence, for it is the manifested speech of God . 2 Further, 
"in order to seek the One, the seeker himself must become 
one . "3 The implications of such a task will be dealt with 
in the section on the philosophical faith.4 
Two dangers confront those who engage in this activity: 
(a) We are stranded on the way: We learn by 
observati'O'Dof the 11 souls~f"the elements, 
of Nature, of the living , of the landscape, 
of the cosmos; we experience the "forces"; 
we obey manifold demands of the good, beau-
tiful, true, practical, and vital . From 
time to time we believe that we are face to 
face with an ultimate , must serve it and 
ought not deny it . This ultimate cannot be 
reduced to a denominator . There are the 
many gods which are in competition and in 
conflict with one another . There are the 
demons which rule the world . In countless 
variations of historical form we remain 
stranded in a mode of demonology and have 
lost sight of the one God because there is 
no experience of Him either external or 
internal . He is that from which experience 
first obtains meaning and guidance, in the 
face of which the false ultimate becomes 
foreground, question, movement, and task . 
In philosophical thought this fixation takes 
1 . Jaspers, Perennial Scope of Philosophy, pp . 35-36 . 
2 . Ibid ., p . 36 . 
3 . Jaspers, Reason and Anti-Reason in Our Time, p . 41 . 
4 . Cf. Chapter V 
place when we think of all-inclusive reality 
in absolutized categories as a basic law of 
Being, as necessity, as growth, as the will 
to power, as an order of monads, etc. These 
latter ideas, like the fo rmer demonological 
view, have t heir value and their truth as a 
language en route; t hey become f a lse when 
t hey are assumed to grasp real i t y in i ts 
totality as the content of faith . Theories 
of a metaphysical c haracter, by ana logy wi t h 
theories of natural science or with world 
images, are a monstrous delus i on if, instead 
of cyphers along t he way in gliding and 
f oundering they permit t he one God to be 
forgotten. Then t hey force man into a corner, 
rob him of his freedom and of his nobility . l 
(b) We miss t he way by wanting to r ush 
directlY InfO the reality of God:---Tne-fas-
cination Drthethought oftbe One fatally 
devaluates t he world, the fullness of i ts 
phenomena and our own life. However, we 
manage to get to t he One only through the 
world, only with its phenomena and the his-
toricity of our lif e. I f we grasp i t directly 
it be comes empty. Abs tract monotheism bec omes 
a negative concept and a negating act ion in 
t he attitude towards f aith . Everythi ng is 
nothi ng . However, this insight, fundamentally 
true, permits the one God Himself to be come 
nothing if, instead of pushing ahead rest-
lessly along the way, it considers itself 
a l ready to be the fulfillment .2 
All significant philosophical thought involves 
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reflect i on on God . This reflection does not result in cer-
tainty but provides authenticity through free dec i sion . 3 Its 
emphasis is life in t he world; its concern is with s ymbols of 
transcendence.4 
l. Jaspers, Truth and Symbol, pp . 72-73 . 
2. Ibid., pp . 73 - 74 . 
3 . Cf. Chapter IV, part l; and Chapter V. 
4 . Jas pers~ Way to Wi sdom, p. 51 . 
Sensitivity to fulfillment i s possible t hrough medi-
ation. We learn indirect ly through t he world ("the lan-
guage of God") t hat essent i al reality is God . This i s not 
instantaneous, but t he confrontation of each new cipher 
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makes us restless and necessita t es a continued sea r ch . Even 
when there is a ·"direct" experience of God, it is incom-
municable and can only be r ecalled and confirmed indirectly 
through the road from empirical reality . 1 Beyond this medi-
ation, an image of God himself is sought. This too results 
only in ciphers. This 11 imaging of God 11 Jas pers calls t he-
ology. It must be constantly remembered, however, that God 
is not the cipher we give him but an independent reality . 2 
Jaspers says: 
If I renounce e very perceptible cypher, 
t hen, in formal t r anscending, I open the 
s pace for speculat i on whic h breaks through 
the world towards Trans cendence. If I try 
to bring t he Divini t y nearer to myself with 
cyphers, t hen such cyphers fail without 
exception. Whether I think of God as t he 
One and its emanations; as the seed, the 
source, the ground of t he development of 
all t hings; as the overseer or the archi-
tect of the world; as the One and its 
creat i on out of nothi ngness; as pe r son-
ality ; as the Trinity -- it is always the 
same th i ng : everything i s at best metaphor 
and pointer. If I s hould possess all pos-
sible metaphors; if I were to th i nk of 
everything in God and not omit anyt hing --
His love and His anger, His righteousness 
and His mercy; if I refer to Him everyt hing 
which occurs in the world; if, in add i t i on, 
1. Jaspers, Truth and Symbol, p. 74 . 
2. Ibid., p . 74-75. 
I add in my thinking everything which might be, 
I will never, in this infinite play of cyphers, 
reach God himself . l 
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An attitude lacking faith may be very misleading . Any 
man who "invents" God only because he seems necessary to a 
system has no uplift, no real benefit from his self-delusion . 
His certainty of God is useless in and of itself . 2 It must 
be recognized that the individual remains uncertain of God, 
and also that his own faith is not a possession in t hat it 
confers secure knowledge, but rather gives certainty through 
the practice of life . 3 
Faith involves an "enduring ambiguity of the objective, 
in enduring willingness to hear . "4 But though man listens 
patiently, still "He is unswerving in his resolve, 11 for 11 in 
the cloak of weakness he is strong , he is open, though in his 
real life he is resolute . 11 5 
God cannot be acquired in any definite manner . Only 
out of historical depth, through Encompassing , is encounter 
possible with the One: 
Who is not less, not emptier, not more abstract 
than the world, but who encompasses the world in 
l. Ibid . , p . 75 . 
2 . Ibid . , pp . 77-78. 
3. Jas pers , Way to Wisdom, pp . 50-51 . 
4 . Ibid . , p . 51 . 
5. Ibid . 
which everything, through the fact that it is 
in relation to Him, can be elevated to its 
highest potentialities . l 
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Even the God of faith is a distant, hidden, and indemon-
strable God. 2 But whereas man's great achievement in the 
empirical world is communication from one personality to 
another, then, "our relation to transcendence, if we may 
speak in paradox, becomes sensibly present in our encounter 
with the personal God~g God is present to us in an aspect 
of personality, and at t he same time we are able to raise 
ourselves so that we are capable of encountering God . 4 
Jaspers states: 
The origin lies in God . To each man must 
be given from Him what he becomes through t he 
fact that he begins to perceive Being and how 
he begins to perceive it . The communication 
of philosophy does not give essential reality 
but makes it possible to become aware of it . 
Philosophy awakens , makes one attentive, 
shows ways, leads the way for a while, makes 
ready, makes one ripe for the experience of 
the utmost . 5 
Thus man is given the potentiality for significant 
religious experience by philosophical preparation. God is 
not known as an object of the world i s known for although 
sense data bring to man the world, which Jaspers terms "the 
1 . Jaspers, Truth and Symbol, p . 78 . 
2 . Jaspers, Way to Wisdom , p. 50. 
3 . Ibid., p . 71 4 . Ib i d . 
5 . Jaspers, Truth and Symbol, p . 79 . 
language of God, 11 it is through the mediation of myth and 
cipher that we are pointed toward God, the Incompre hensible 
All-Encompassing Transcendent Being.l 
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1 . The ethical relationship of man to this Being will 
be considered in Chapter V, part 5. 
CHAPTER IV 
THE TENSION BETWEEN PHILOSOPHY AND RELIGION 
FOR JASPERS 
l . The Role of Freedom 
The source of authentic faith cannot be found in any 
worldly experience . Jaspers believes its basis to be in 
man's freedom . 1 Only when one becomes aware of his freedom 
can certainty of God be gained . "Freedom and God are 
inseparable. 11 2 
Before proceeding with an analysis of the role of 
freedom of the will, one must discover what Jaspers means 
by freedom . A specific definition is impossible for Jaspers 
maintains that it is only because of man 's freedom that he 
can raise the question as to what it is . Its reality is 
presupposed in the ability to seek its meaning . Any prodf 
of freedom of the will thus presupposes the object of the 
proof.3 
In principle freedom cannot be encountered or expe -
rienced in the realm of empirical reality . But through the 
l . Jaspers , Way to Wisdom, p . 44 . 
2 . Ibid ., p . 45 . 
3 . Jaspers develops this position in a work which has 
not yet been translated: Philosophie (2nd ed . ; Berlin: J . 
Springer, 1948) pp. 445 ff . 
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mediation of Encompassing ~ one is made aware that~ although 
he is bound to historical and contingent situations~ his will 
to opera te within these horizons is free . Freedom is not 
something he creates, but something which is given h im. 
Jaspers writes: 
This I know: in my freedom I am not through 
myself, but am given to myself, for I can 
fail myself and I cannot force my freedom. 
Where I am authent ically myself~ I am certain 
that I am not through myself. The highest 
freedom is experienced in freed om from the 
world, and this freedom is a profound bond 
with transcendence . l 
This certainty of God is not a content for science, but 
rather a presence in Existenz . 2 
Negation of freedom implies negation of God. If one 
does not experience the free will of self-hood~ he needs no 
relation to God~ for he is content with the empirical realit y 
of nature . 
However, if man believes that his will is independent 
and absolute, the re sult is a false belief in freedom without 
God~ a deification of man . This delusion that man is com-
plete within himself alone turns freedom into a great per-
plexity and sense of emptiness. When the individual is aware 
of freedom in Existenz~ it has not been proved t hat God 
exists, but r ather points to that area where certainty of 
God's existence is made possible . This certainty is a paradox 
l . Jaspers~ Way to Wisdom~ p. 45 . 
2 . Ibid. 
fo r it is not compelling but "points to that whic h resolves 
into an inexhaustible , forever-questioning Comprehensive 
consciousness of God . rr l 
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In his "Rep ly to My Critics 11 for the Library of Living 
Philosophers, Jaspers locates the source of freedom in that: 
it does not have its being in itself, but 
rather that the more decisively freedom 
actually becomes conscious of itself the 
more it knows itself as granted to itself, 
and that free dom can fail to appear to 
itself and therefore points to Tran-
scendence as its origin.2 
God is not an object in empirical reality . This means 
that an individual ought not to abandon his freedom to the 
authorities and powers of the world; for he is responsible 
for himself, and ought not evade his responsibility . His 
decision as to the road he chooses is up to him . If God's 
majestic wisdom were continually before us as an absolute 
authority, speaking directly and unmistakable to the world , 
we would be only puppets . 11 God in his wisdom wanted us to 
be free . "3 From such a perspective many r eligious forms 
must be re-examined with regard to their worth and authen-
ticity . 
1 . Ibid., p . 46 . 
2 . Jaspers, 11 Reply to My Critics, II in Schilpp , op . cit. 
p . 780 . 
3. Jaspers, Way to Wisdom, p . 46 . 
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2. The Biblical Religion and Exclusivity 
Jaspers contrasts his perspective with that of Biblical 
religion. For the Christian, faith is not only absolute but 
exclusive . "The Christian does not say: this is my way, but 
this is the way; and he quotes Christ the son of God as 
saying: I am the way, the truth , and the life. 11 1 Against 
such a claim Jaspers objects: 
If God can have men as children, it seems 
more likely that all men, and not just a 
few, or certain individuals, should be his 
children.--The claim that only those who 
believe in Christ will have eternal life 
is not convincing . For noble men and pure 
in soul are quite discernible outside of 
Christianity; it would be absurd for them 
to be lost, particularly if we compare them 
to certain among the most conspicuous 
Christians in history, who have been none 
too loveable or admirable in any human 
sense.--The inner conversion of man from 
his own self-will to boundless self-sacri-
fice and devotion is not found solely among 
Christians.2 
Whenever any man experiences religious truth it has 
absolute validity for him . But no one can possess a uni-
versally valid truth because there is no one human vantage 
point from which all truths may be surveyed. It is impos-
sible to compare and evaluate them from the outside because 
one is involved 11 in the thick of it ... engaged in a con -
tinual spiritual struggle."3 
1. Jaspers, Perennial Scope of Philosophy, p . 89 . 
2 . Ibid. 
3. Jaspers, Myth and Christianity, p . 82 . 
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It is in the relationship between that which is abso-
lutely valid for the individual and that which is universally 
valid for all that Jaspers finds his major objection to 
exclusivity. When one acts absolutely because he believes 
absolutely, he has no reason on the basis of which his action 
is rationally intelligible. This kind of "absolute 11 is not 
something universal, but rather is the historical occurrence 
of an ultimately impenetrable present act. It must remain 
profoundly unknown, although much can be known because of it. 
It is a unique and irreplacable experience for primary compre-
hension, but in secondary comprehension it serves only as an 
orientation by which others may recognize experiences of 
their own which differ in historical manifestation. Such an 
experience indeed may be absolute for the individual but this 
ought not to be interpreted as a manifestation equally valid 
for all. Jaspers writes: 
The absoluteness of historical truth implies 
the relativity of every formulation of it, 
and of all its historically finite manifes-
tations. Universally valid statements can be 
based only upon relative standpoints and 
methods. Formulable faith contents must not 
be treated like universally true propositions; 
the absolute awareness of truth in faith is 
something fundamentally different from the 
comprehension of the universal validity of 
scientifically true propositions, which are 
always particular. Historical absoluteness 
does not carry with it the universal validity 
of its manifestations in word, dogma, cult, 
ritual institutions. It is the confusion of the 
two that makes it possible to claim exclusivity 
for a religious truth.l 
l. Jaspers, Perennial Scope of Philosophy, p. 91. 
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Scientific knowledge is universally valid but it is not 
an absolute by which a man could live . One must certainly 
never overlook that which is intellectually cogent; devotion 
to truth demands that it be recognized . But the claim that 
its content provides absolute metaphysical meanings is a 
delusion which cannot offer fulfillment but only ultimate 
emptine ss . l 
The correlative fallacy is likewise fatal. An exis-
tential decision with its absoluteness does not entail a 
knowledge of truth which is exclusive and universal . The 
historical absoluteness of faith is not to be considered a 
universal truth for a11 . 2 Jaspers admits: 
It would be different if there were a direct 
and exclusive revelation of God . Such a 
revelation has been claimed . This claim is 
the foundation of the Indian and Judeo -
Christian-Islamic religions . But such a 
claim of revelation is a usurping by indi-
vidual people and groups of people of the 
truth for the ir special historicity as 
having common validity for all men. It 
cannot be denied that in such a form Tran-
scendence has spoken historically for men 
everywhere . But men confused cyphers with 
Being itself . Even externally the majority 
of mutually conflicting revelations speaks 
against all of them . It is the arrogance 
of men, which is disguised in submission to 
such revelation, to demand of all other men, 
under the name of humility, submission to 
their own truth and to themselves as its 
representative . 3 
1. Ibid., p. 92 . 2 . Ibid. 
3. Jaspers, Truth and Symbol, pp . 75-76 . 
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According to Jaspers, the Bible and the Biblical 
religion have no total definitive doctrine . Even the claim 
to exclusivity is not a part of the Biblical religion taken 
as a whole, but rather of certain forms which mark certain 
fixations in the historical movement of its followers . "The 
claim to exclusivity is the work of man and not built on God, 
who provided man with many roads to himself . "l 
Jaspers insistence upon the lack of exclusivity for the 
Biblical religion is that in the Bible everything can be seen 
in polarities . There is nowhere the complete truth for it 
cannot exist in human speech . Because of our limited view of 
things, we always lose sight of the other pole. "We touch 
upon the truth only when, in clear consciousness of the 
polarities, we approach it through them . "2 
What Jaspers feels to be true of the Biblical religion 
is not to suggest the uselessness of the Bible . He writes 
that : 
Through the Bible runs a passion that makes 
a unique impression, because it refers to God . 
God is in the first of the volcano, in the 
earthquake, in the storm . He arises to inac-
cessible heights, lets the storms serve as 
his messengers, while he himself becomes 
mysteriously present in the still small 
voice -- and as he rises above all images, 
he rises also above these sensible mani-
festations, to become the purely tran-
scendent creator, the universal God, who is 
1 . Jaspers, Perennial Scope of Philosophy, p . 96 . 
2. Ibid . , p . 99 . 
inconceivable~ above all passions~ impene-
trable in his decisions~ but always in a 
sense personal in the pathos by which man 
knows himself to be seized.l 
It is only when an individual tries to force all men to 
encounter the identical experiences he has had, and thereby 
deceives himself into t hinking his vantage point to be that 
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of ultimate Transcendence that the use of such concepts cease 
to be of value . 
3. The Religion of Christ 
The truth which Jaspers does find in the Bible has been 
affected by certain invalid fixations~ which once were his-
torically valid but are no longer adequate for philosophical 
reflection . His primary example is the religion of Christ .2 
God does speak to man through man, but Jaspers insists 
it is through many men . In the Bible it has been through 
the successive prophets, Jesus being the last . 3 There is 
another truth involved and with it another danger: 
The religion of Christ furthermore embodies 
the truth of referring the individual to him-
self . The spirit of Christ belongs to every 
man . It is the pneuma~ i .e. the spirit of the 
enthusiasm surging upward to the supra-sensory . 
It is also the openness to one's own suffering 
as a road to transcendence; he who has taken 
the cross upon himself can ascertain the 
authentic in failure . The spirit of Christ 
is finally a bond with the God-given 
l. Ibid., p . 101. 
2. Jaspers, Perennial Scope of Philosophy~ p . 104 . 
3. Ibid., p . 105 . 
nobilitas ingenita which I follow or which I 
betray, the actuality of the divine in man . 
But if the religion of Christ means that I 
should appre he nd in faith the redeeming Christ 
outside me by realizing the spirit of Christ 
within me, then a two fold conclusion is ines-
capable for philosophical thought: the Christ 
within me is not exclusively bound up with the 
historical Jesus Christ; and Jesus as Christ, 
as the God - man, is a myth . l 
As such it can point us to the truth . 
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At the point of the doctrine of the incarnation Jaspers 
thinks there is another fallacy . The finiteness and unfin-
ished nature of man must not be forgotten. Man ought not to 
withdraw from God by making a man absolute and listening to 
him as if he were God.2 From this Jaspers draws what appears 
to him to be the inescapable conclusion, namely: 
There is in the world no man capable of 
being God for us, but there are men whose 
freedom in hearing God encourages us by 
showing us what is possible for men . We 
cannot seize the hand of God in the flesh, 
but we can seize the hand of our companion 
in fate . 3 
It is impossible for Truth to be consummated in time 
because communication is never consummated . There is nothing 
exce pt Transcendence, that which does not become but is, 
which can fill the depth manifested by the incompleteness of 
communication . 4 The religion of Christ contains an indi -
cation of the truth but presents an unfair alternative . 
1 . Ibid ., pp . 105- 106 . 
3 . Ibid . 
2 . Ibid . , p . 136 . 
4 . Jaspers, Reason and Anti - Reason in Our Time, p . 43 . 
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There is an infinite distance between man and God. The 
Christ myth is a cipher justifying mediation between God and 
man. But we are faced with an unfair alternative: either a 
deification of empirical reality in the God-forsaken world on 
one side or an infinitely distant God -Creator who is com-
pletely "other. 11 Rather the distant God speaks through 
ciphers of the world and of man and accomplishes a never-
ending conceiving and realizing of His mediation in the world. 
However, the Christ myth does indicate that everything 
human has the potentiality for relatedness with God. The 
way to God does go through the world of historically deter-
mined human nature and does not by-pass the world. "Philos-
ophy mu~t guard man against usurpation while recognizing at 
the same time a cipher truth in the claims of the usurper . "l 
4. Liberal Faith and Orthodoxy 
Jaspers also calls 11 orthodoxy" into question. The most 
important tension between the liberal faith of Jaspers and 
orthodoxy is the attitude each has about revelation . Ortho-
doxy believes that God manifested himself directly at a 
certain time and place and only then and there. God then 
appears as a fixed object in the world. This object is to be 
revered on the basis of tradition and because it possesses 
the absoluteness of a godhead . 2 Jaspers writes : 
1. Jaspers, Truth and Symbol, pp . 76- 77 . 
2 . Jaspers, Myth and Christianity, p. 41 . 
Liberal faith rejects this conception of 
revelation . It recognizes that the reve-
lation of truth is a mystery, a series of 
sudden illuminations in the history of the 
mind; it recognizes that we are ignorant 
of how men arrived at this revelation, and 
that some of its elements have not yet been 
comprehended. The fact that we use the 
same term, "revelation, 11 to denote both an 
absolute and unique divine intervention and 
this process of the gradual revelation of 
truth, must not cause us to overlook the 
radical difference between the two.l 
Orthodoxy maintains that the divine origin of revealed 
faith is its guarantee. Liberal faith maintains that while 
God does act as the absolutely transcendent, all that the 
faith itself perceives are actions, sayings, and experiences 
of human beings . 2 The wisdom of God is manifested by his 
hiddenness, for in the face of God's majesty we would be 
only puppets. Rather, writes Jaspers: 
God willed that we should find our way to Him 
by means of our freedom; and this way leads 
to Him, because our self-responsible reason 
in the world perceives His ambiguous hints, 
and arrives at Him through the reality of our 
moral life . 3 
Liberal faith contests the affirmation of orthodoxy 
that God is revealed through an event in this world . Jaspers 
reasons that it is fallacious to think of Transcendence as 
the object of Existenz conceived as subject, one related to 
the other as the known is related to empirical knowledge. 
1 . Ibid . 2 . Ibid., p . 42 . 
3 . Ibid ., p . 43 . 
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If Transcendence is unambiguous in revelation, this is merely 
an assertion by men who claim to have encountered God . The 
belief which they demand in their assertions, they call faith . 
Thus, an authority which has a human and historical foun-
dation, claims its source to be in God.l 
An absolute event as objective redemptive history must 
thus be repudiated by liberal faith . But it does not deny 
that belief in such an event may be a possible truth for the 
one who believes it, if the believer does not draw conse-
quences which are destructive to freedom of men who also find 
themselves before God . 2 The rejection of orthodoxy is there-
fore based on Jaspers' interpretation of orthodoxy and his 
insistence that freedom is basic to religious experience . 
5. Faith and Freedom 
The liberal faith which demands recognition must not be 
supposed to be irrational, for that would be merely negatio~3 
On the other hand, Jaspers insists that since faith is histo-
rical, its validity is not found in articles of faith, but 
through a source which is historically manifested . Many 
religions lead to truth, but truth cannot be achieved in one 
stroke; it is the result of roads which are traveled, but 
cannot be taken at once and in the same way . Re ason cannot 
l. Ibid . , p . 45 . 2 . Ibid . , p . 4 7 . 
3 . Jaspers, Perennial Scope of Philosophy , p . l. 
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apprehend this truth. Man must let truth be revealed to him 
through tradition which he makes his own.l 
As long as freedom is not removed Jaspers will accept 
the experience of anyone as a possible truth. But the liberal 
faith of the philosopher is never certain for direct relation 
to Transcendence is equivocal . One always hears with the 
risk of misunderstanding . 11 Whoever speaks of God does so 
without an office, on the same level as all other men, 
without a claim to authority . 11 2 
As over against orthodox religion, Jaspers sees the 
liberal faith of philosophy as able to meet the requirement 
of freedom for in his estimation: 
Philosophy proper • • . knows no cult, no 
community led by a priesthood, no existent 
invested with a sacred character and set 
apart from other existents in the world . 
What religion localizes in a specific place, 
can for philosophy be present everywhere and 
always. Philosophy is a product of the 
individual's freedom, not of socially 
determined conditions, and it does not carry 
the sanction of a collectivity . Philosophy 
has no rites, no roots in primitive mythol-
ogy. Men take it from a free tradition and 
transform it as they make it their own. 
Although pertaining to man as man, it 
remains the concern of individuals.3 
An authentic philosophy of religion must have such an 
aim, for if faith is to be authentic and meaningful, indi-
1 . Ibid., pp. 113-114. 
2 . Jaspers, Existentialism and Humanism, p. 94. 
3 . Jaspers, Perennial Scope of Philosophy, p. 78 . 
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vidual freedom must be at its base. Ricoeur points out that 
for Jaspers 11 Philosophy is the herald of this freedom : 
freedom unauthorized , without institutions, without schools, 
without authorities, and always in tension like a pure dia-
logue between two solitudes philosophizing . ttl 
1 . Paul Ricoeur, "The Relation of Jaspers 1 Philosophy 
to Religion 11 in Schilpp, op . cit . , p . 617. 
CHAPTER V 
JASPERS' VIEW OF RELIGION AND 
THE PHILOSOPHIC FAITH 
l . Introduction 
Jaspers thinks of neither religion nor philosophy as a 
distinct and definitive entity . They are both in the service 
of truth, and the historic accumulations of each serve both 
to conceal and transmit truth . l Any study of his philosophy 
of religion must remain cognizant of the statement of Jaspers 
quoted in the Introduction to this study: "The philosophy of 
religion is not a separate subject in my thinking, but perme-
ates my entire philosophy . My philosophy, .•. is itself 
philosophy of religion, it does not have a philosophy of 
religion . "2 
One cannot get outside of the tension between philos-
ophy and religion for each individual stands at one pole or 
the other, i.e ., every religious quest involves either philo-
sophical development or religious immediacy. Not only so, 
but at either pole he must speak about that which, although 
crucial to the other, is outside his personal experience . 
l . Jaspers, Perennial Scope of Philosophy, pp . 76-77 . 
2. Jaspers, "Reply to My Critics," in Schilpp, 
op. cit ., p . 778 . 
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Both poles are necessary, the primary comprehension of one 
can at best be authentic secondary comprehension for the 
other . Religion "is no enemy of philosophy but something 
that essentially concerns it and troubles it. ttl 
2 . The Positive Role of Religion 
If man were to abandon religion completely he would 
end the philosophic quest as well . There would come in its 
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place merely a life lived blindly from moment to moment and a 
despair that would not even recognize itself . 2 In the 
shadow of war, Jaspers wrote: 11 1 There is no God, 1 cry the 
masses more and more vociferously; and with the loss of his 
God man loses his sense of values -- is, as it were , mas-
sacred because he feels himself of no account . 11 3 
Religion has a cult, that is, it involves a peculiar 
community of men . It embodies the practical relation of man 
to that which is transcendent, by designating something as 
holy in the world, centering life itself around the holy 
object, and ordering daily activities according to its 
purpose . 4 
1 . Jaspers, Perennial Scope of Philosophy, p . 76 . 
2 . Karl Jaspers, Tragedy Is Not Enough, trans . H. A. T. 
Reiche, H. T . Moore and K. W. Deutsch (Boston : Beacon 
Press, 1952), p . 25 . 
3 . Karl Jaspers, Man In The Modern Age, trans. Eden 
and Cedar Paul (New ed. ; London: Routledge and K. Paul, 
1951), p . 144 . 
4 . Jaspers , Perennial Scope of Philosophy, p . 33 . 
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One does not acquire the Biblical faith through study . 
It comes in the practice of religion . l Jaspers writes : 
The direct revelation of God, his 
unequivocal prouncements , God himself in 
his objective form and his claim as such, 
all these are experienced by the faithful 
and as experience asserted and attested . 
But such revelation cannot be grasped , 
not be affirmed or negated, neither proved 
nor disputed by philosophy . However, 
everything that men who give such witness 
say, do, and are, and themselves claim to 
believe, can be object of examination, . 
according to the principle : by their · 
fruits ye shall know them . 2 
Religion of this kind is directly related to Existenz as its 
field of operations . 
To the contention that peace and order among men can be 
achieved through reason more adequately than through religion, 
that faith is less effective than justice, and religious 
belief inferior to practical morality, Jaspers answers that 
reason is not excluded from religion . The greatest contri-
butions of religion have been the result of the use of reason 
by devoted and believing men . 3 
Jaspers finds the historical source of the essential 
themes of Western philosophy not only in Greek thought, but 
also in the Bible . Even those who do not accept it as 
1 . Jaspers, Myth and Christianity, p . 33 . 
2 . Jaspers, 11 Reply To My Critics,'' in Schilpp, op . cit ., 
p . 784 . Cf . Chapter IV, part 2, for a discussion or------
the dangers of exclusivity in this approach . 
3 . Jaspers, Perennial Sc ope of Philosophy, p . 85 . 
revelation may appropriate its human truth. 1 Jaspers writes 
of these seven 11 fundamental traits" of philosophy which are 
rooted in Biblical thought: 
1. The one God: The One becomes the foun-
dation of consciousness of being and ethos, 
the source of active immersion in the world. 
No other gods beside God, that is the meta-
physical foundation for the serious striving 
for the One in the world . 
2 . The transcendence of the God-Creator: 
The conquest of the daemonic-world and of 
magic brings to consciousness the tran-
scendence of the imageless, formless, 
unthinkable God . The idea of creation 
brings the world as a whole into a 'state 
of suspension . The world is not grounded 
in itself, and does not originate in itself. 
Man as an individual in existence achieves 
his freedom in the world through being 
created by God; in his bond with the tran-
scendent God, and only by virtue of this 
bond is he independent of the world. 
3 . Encounter of man with God: The 
transcendent God-nas-a personal aspect . 
He is a person, to whom man turns . There 
is a striving toward God, a striving to 
hear God, and out of it grows a pas-
sionate personal quest for God's person-
ality. Biblical religion is a religion 
of prayer . Prayer in its pure form --
free from worldly desires is praise 
and thanksgiving and ends in the trustful: 
"Thy will be done . " 
4. God's commandments: With a unique 
simplicity, fundamental truths are 
expressed in the ten commandments as com-
mandments of God. The difference between 
good and evil is conceived as an absolute 
1. Ibid . , p . 38. 
either/or. Since the days of the prophets, 
charity is enjoined, culminating in the 
maxim: "Love thy neighbor as thyself." 
5. Sense of historicity : This appears 
in the e poch-of political catastrophes as 
a universal historical consciousness of a 
history guided by God . It becomes the 
foundation of the religio-centric life 
that draws the whole universe into the 
here and now . Lif e is no longer endlessly 
fragmented and accidental; God-sustained 
actuality invests it with its full signif-
icance . 
6. Suffering : Suffering achieves dignity , 
suffering becomes a road to godhead . In the 
story of the servant of God (Deutero-Isaiah ) 
and in the symbol of the Cross (Christ) it 
becomes the antithesis of the Greek tragic 
princ iple. Biblical religion lives outside 
or beyond the sense of the tragic . 
. . . 
7. Openness to the insoluble: The ce r-
titude of faithlexposes itself to the utmost 
trials . It dares to disclose the insoluble 
that grows out of given religious positions --
and every statement becomes inevitably a po-
sition . The impassioned struggle with God 
f or God is uniquely revealed in Job . 
Nihilistic despair -- seen as a traditional 
stage which the man of integrity cannot 
evade -- is given unequalled expression in 
Ecclesiastes . l 
In each of these, Jaspers cautions, there is room for dis -
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tortions which are not acceptable to philosophy . If the one 
God be comes an abstraction, it is only a princip le negatively 
opposed to the multiplicity and plenitude of the world . 2 
1 . Ibid., pp . 38-40 . 
2 . Ibid • , p . 40 . 
There is the danger that the transcendent God will be 
detached from the world, a world which is then not only vain 
but void.l Or the meeting with God may become selfish and 
sentimental. Prayer may be distorted into an egocentric 
importuning on God. If one imagines that one can know God's 
will with certainty, fanaticism may result. Horrible events 
have been justified as being God's will. A fanatic fails to 
hear the many meanings which are inherent in any experience 
of God. The man who claims to know certainly what God says 
and wants makes God into an object of the world which he 
himself creates. "vlhat is solid certainty in the individual 
and sometimes can become so for a community, cannot be con-
cretely formulated in terms of universal validity."2 
The commands of God, simple foundations for morality, 
can be distorted into a multitude of s pecific rulings. The 
sense of historicity may be perverted until it appears as 
something independent of man. Suffering may become a 
masochistic pleasure or be approved sadistically. Even the 
openness to that which is insoluaole may lead to nihilistic 
despair . 3 But if these distortions and others like them are 
avoided, the historical Biblical source with its basic themes 
for philosophy is apparent. 
l . . Ibid., p . 41 2. Ibid . 
3. Ibid., pp . 41-42. 
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3. The Religious Philosophic Polarity 
There is a question of great importance to both philos-
ophy and religion . It has to do with the way in which God 
speaks to us. 
According to Jaspers, the answer religion gives to this 
question is that God speaks only by revelation . It involves 
something which happened in the past and is brought down to 
today by means of a human institution using human language . 
The church, for example, uses the sacraments as such a 
vehicle of past revelation demanding obedience to their 
authority . 1 
On the other hand, philosophy maintains that Tran-
scendence must speak to each individual . Tradition can 
awaken and prepare us to hear, but that is all . 2 
For the man at the religious pole the important thing 
is that God is . Man ' s concern and defiance, his desire for 
immortality, even God's forgiveness become matters of dim 
importance when everything seems lost; the only matter of 
importance is that God is . Jaspers writes: 
If a life in this world, even with faith in 
God's guidance, has failed, this over-
powering reality still remains: God is. 
1 . Jaspers, Existentialism and Humanism, p . 93, 
Cf . also Jaspers , Perennial Scope of Philosophy, p . 83 . 
2 . Jaspers , Existentialism and Humanism, pp . 93-94 . 
If man fully renounces himself and his aims, 
this reality can be manifested to him as the 
only reality. But it does not manifest itself 
in advance, it does not manifest itself 
abstractedly, but descends into the existence 
of the world, and only here manifests itself 
at the limit . l 
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For their part, the Greek philosophers came to the con-
elusion that custom was the apology for many gods; there was 
only one God in nature . Whether they spoke of God as fate, 
providence, cosmic reason, demiurge, or cosmic law, God was 
not anthropomorphic for there was no human image by which he 
was recognizable. 2 This God which origina t ed in thought was 
not the living God of the Bible . But Jaspers thinks that 
the two coincide . 11 From this twofold root Western theology 
and philosophy have, in infinite modulations, reflected that 
God is and pondered on what He is . 11 3 
The theological root finds God accessible through faith 
and obedience rather t han through thought . The philosophic 
root ha s sometimes claimed that we know God because we 
can prove his existence . But Kant confuted this claim as 
empirical proofs in the scientific sense . If taken as such 
they are false . However , an inference that because he cannot 
be proved there is no God is likewise false . What the con-
futations of the proofs show us is that any God whose 
existence can be scientifically proved is a thing in the 
1. Jaspers, Way to Wisdom, pp . 39-40 . 
2 . Ibid ., p. 40 . 3. Ibid . , pp . 40-41. 
world of empirical reality and not God . l Thus Jaspers 
concludes : 
Again and again it is brought home to us 
that God is not an object of knowledge, of 
compelling evidence . He cannot be expe-
rienced by the senses . He is invisibleA 
He cannot be seen but only believed in . c 
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The idea of one God is the result of a great abstraction 
and has its source both in Greek philosophy and the Biblical 
religion . The monotheism of the Greeks and that of the Bible 
have interpreted each other for they are analogous . The 
prophetic faith of the Bible has more power than a phil-
osophical idea for it is the result of direct experience with 
God . But it is in philosophy that monotheism gains its intel-
lectual clarity . 3 That there are two irreconcilable poles 
cannot be denied but their proximity is likewise certain . 
Prayer is an act in which Jaspers recognizes this 
proximity in a particular way: 
Prayer is an importunity which irrupts 
[sic . ) in the unfathomable: man may dare 
ir-8t the height of solitude and distress, 
but if it has to be a daily habit, a cus-
tom acquired, it is not more than a sus-
picious fixation which philosophy must 
renounce . In the daily security of a 
divine proximity, relation to God would 
be robbed of that depth which it retains 
in doubt; its transcendence of the world 
would be suppressed at the same time as 
would be obtained a peace and contentment 
l. Ibid . , p . 4 2 • 2. Ibid., p. 44 . 
3 . Jaspers, Perennial Scope of Philosophy, p . 81 . 
too easily purchased by Existenz. For 
divine inscrutability seems to require 
that man torment himself in doubt and 
distress . l 
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When prayer is personal and primary, it is on the frontier of 
philosophy, and becomes philosophy when it no longer has any 
desire to influence God for practical purposes. This consti-
tutes a break with a personal relation to a personal God , a 
source of religion, and begins to move toward philosophical 
contemplation. It first expresses devotion and gratitude to 
God, no longer trying to achieve mundane results, but rather 
producing inward transfiguration . It is like continuous 
prayer . 2 
The philosopher does not insist that all men join him 
at the philosophic r ole for he recognizes the importance of 
the religious pole. 11 He welcomes the existence of the 
revealed faith, as well as the other elements of religious 
life-worship in common, prayer, myth, rites, and holidays 
and he wants them to express themselves as vigorously as 
possible . "3 Indeed, the philosophe r must unconditionally 
deny even the claim to exclusivity only when its proponents 
engage in intolerance and coercion.4 Revelation itself must 
l . Jaspers, Philosophie, p . 783 . Quoted in Ricoeur, 
op . cit ., p. 617 . 
2. Jaspers, Perennial Scope of Philosophy, p . 82 . 
3. Jaspers, Myth and Christianity, p. 83 . 
4 . Ibid. 
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be stated and put into human words. It then concerns man as 
man and as such is the content of philosophy, available for 
inquiry without the acce ptance of it as revelation . l 
Thus that which is revealed at the religious pole, 
providing strength to both the individual and the community, 
is always an area for philosophic inquiry and a basis for its 
findings . 2 A challenge is continually given by religion, a 
resistence to philosophic penetrations, but a resistance 
which is productive to both in the religious-philosophic 
polarity . 3 
4 . The Philosophic Faith 
Inherent in the discussion thus far has been Jaspers' 
be lief in the authenticity of the philosophical faith . On 
the basis of our study thus far, it is not possible to 
analyze it specifically . 
Such a faith involves both the act of faith and its 
content . It is both objective and subjective, a faith in 
something . 4 Philosophical faith is best characterized in 
negative terms . It must not become a creed or dogma . It 
is not grounded in objective and finite impirical realities, 
1 . Jaspers, Perennial Scope of Philosophy, pp . 83 - 84 . 
2 . Jaspers, Tragedy Is Not Enough, pp . 24 -25. 
3 . Ibid. 
4 . Jaspers , Perennial Scope of Philosophy , pp . 7- 8 . 
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using them but not being subordinated to them . l This philo-
sophical faith is always allied with knowledge, wanting to 
know whatever is knowable, and being conscious of its own 
presuppositions and premises.2 
Jaspers suggests seven elements of eternal truth which 
constitute the philosophical faith : 
1 . the idea of the one God; 
2 . the realization of the absolute nature 
of the decision between go od and evil in 
finite man; 
3 . love as the fundamental actualization 
of the eternal in man; 
4 . the act -- both inward and external --
as the test of man; 
5 . types of mor~l world order which are 
always historically absolute, although none 
of their manifestations is absolute or 
exclusive; 
6. the incompleteness of the created world, 
the fact that it does not stand by itself, 
the inapplicability of all types of order to 
borderline cases, the experience of the 
extremes; 
7 . the idea that the ultimate and only 
refuge is with God . 3 
Against such elements he lists three major elements of 
"unfaith," as he terms it . (1) There is no God, but only the 
world and the laws of nature . In such a case the world 
assumes the role of God . (2) There are no absolutes . Com-
mandments have come into being and are now conditioned by 
habit , tradition and obediences . All ethical norms are 
1 . Ibid . , p . 10 • 
2 . Ibid ., p . 7 . Cf . Ibid ., p . 13 . 
3 . Ibid ., pp . 107- 108 . Numbers mine . 
relative ad infinitum . (3) The world is the only authentic 
reality . Everything within the world is transient, but the 
world itself is absolute and eternal.l Against these the 
philosophical faith takes its stand . 
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Knowledge of God is unattainable but through the philo-
sophical faith. Comprehensive consciousness of God is pos-
sible . 2 This comprehensive or Encompassing involves both 
subject and object in a resolution of will rising from the 
depths of man's freedom . 3 
At the very center, that which is decisive for all 
our consciousness, for our Existenz, our freedom and our 
reason revolves around the way in which the reality of God 
is taken as the measure of all things . 4 Jaspers affirms: 
"Our enduring task in philosophical endeavor is to become 
authentic men by becoming aware of being; -- or, and this is 
the same thing: to become ourselves by achieving certainty of 
God . "5 What is characteristic of the authentic man and what 
is the nature of his response? 
l. Ibid ., p . 37 . 
2. Jaspers, Way to Wisdom, p . 46 . 
3. Cf . Jaspers, Perennial Scope of Philosophy, 
pp . ll - 17. 
4 . Jaspers, Truth and Symbol, p . 72 . 
5 . Jaspers, Perennial Scope of Philosophy, p . 166 . 
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5. Authentic Man 
Jaspers defines authentic man as "a being who exists in 
r e lation to God . '' 1 That man is not self-made but is dependent 
on something other than himself is undeniable . The possi -
bility that he might not exist at all should make him realize 
this . When man fails himself and is unable by his own will 
to attain freedom , he become s aware that freedom is not due 
to himself but has been given to him . "The height of freedom 
is the sense of receiving ourselves . "2 We become aware of 
our authentic nature through the realization that freedom is 
not self-created but given . 
Man is finit e but his finitude is unique beside the 
finitude of the rest of the world , precisely because he is 
able to realize that he is finite, and by so realizing is 
able to transcend his finitude . 3 It is because of this that 
Jaspers writes : 
If we can ascertain humanity in the 
encompassing framework of its potential-
ities, we can neve r quite despair of man . 
Symbolically speaking : Man is what God 
created in His image . Lost as we are, 
we cannot wholly lose sight of this . 4 
So it is that through transcendence man ' s finitude is a basic 
trait in the consciousness of his own created nature . Man ' s 
1 . Jaspe rs , Way to Wisdom, p . 64 . 
2 . Jaspers , Existentialism and Humanism, pp . 69 - 70 . 
3 . Ibid . , pp . 71-72 . 
4 . Ibid . , p . 73 . 
finitude cannot be annuled, but he is able to go beyond 
it . 1 
The relation of man to God is in conjunction with 
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freedom , that is, with a man's authenticity, his being fully 
open to the world, yet independent of it because of his bond 
with God . 11 God is for me in the degree to which I authen-
tically exist. 11 2 Jaspers writes: 
If man maintains his inner integrity in 
the face of fat e and even of death, he 
cannot do so by himself alone. What helps 
him here is of a different kind than any 
help in the world . Transcendent help 
reveals itself to him solely in the fact 
that he can be himse lf . That he can stand 
by himself, he owes to an intangible hand, 
extended to him from transcendence, a 
hand whose p~esence he can feel only in 
his freedom . j 
The guidance which God gives in transcendence is given 
through this freedom . It is a guidance different from the 
guidance of the world . It provides no objective certainty. 
Its operation is based on the freedom of subjective cer-
tainty, that is, God's voice comes to man by way of man's 
own conviction. If a man makes a resolve from the depths of 
his being, he has the belief that he is obeying God, although 
he has no objective guaranty that he knows God's will.4 
l. Jaspers, Perennial Scope of Philosophy , p . 64. 
2 . Jaspers, Way to Wisdom, p . 65 . 
3 . Jaspers, Perennial Scope of Philosophy, p. 63 . 
4 . Ibid ., p . 71 . 
There is an inherent danger involved in this. 
writes : 
Obedience to God ' s voice involves the 
risk of error . For its message is 
susceptible to many interpretations, 
the freedom that would consist in the 
clear and unmistakable knowledge of the 
necessary, is never complete. The risk 
implied in the que stion of whether in 
this mat.ter I am really myself, whether 
Jaspers 
I have truly heard the guiding voice from 
the primal spring of being, never ceases.l 
The risk of error necessitates humility . One cannot gener-
alize that what he feels to be an imperative gained under 
God's guidance is the imperative for all men . 2 In retro -
spect, one may admire the wisdom of God's guidance . 11 But 
even then it is never certain, God's unfathomable guidance 
can never become a possession."3 
The authentic mode of existence is unlimited devotion 
to God . 4 The life of one whose belief is in the one God is 
on a different basis than that of the polytheist . Jaspers 
writes: 
Concentration on the One gives to the 
decision of existence its real foun -
dation . Infinite wealth implies dif -
fusion; God's glory is not absolute 
unless it is grounded in the One . The 
quest for the One as the foundation of 
l . Ibid., p . 72 . 
2. Jaspers, Way to Wisdom, p . 70 . 
3 . Jaspers, Perennial Scope of Philosophy, p . 73 . 
Also Cf. Jas pers, Way to Wisdom, p . 76 . 
4 . Ibid . , p . 83 . 
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his life is an enduring problem for man, 
as actual as it was thousands of years 
ago . l 
Tradition can awaken and prepare us to hear what 
Transcendence has to say to us but it can do no more . 2 Man 
may have ideas about God but such ideas are not to be taken 
as God himself . The Godhead is brought to consciousness by 
means of something akin to a language, composed of cyphers 
or symbols which are always historical but never adequate . 3 
Despite their inadequacy, sensitivity to their meaning is a 
requisite for Jaspe rs writes : 
The cypher is always there , even though it 
may be primitive, flat , or distorted . Only 
he who recognizes the cyphers becomes man . 
At all times genuine reality for the 
essential man is in the cypher . But the 
cypher is also the final realization which 
at times comes forth for man out of his 
total and fundamental knowledge . 4 
Man must in some way or another become certain of 
transcendence for man cannot be uncertain of his powers of 
transcendence without ceasing to have human nature . 5 When 
man is given to himself, forgiveness of sin is not neces-
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sarily inherent . Rather, the nobility of the man created in 
l . Ibid . , pp. 49-50. 
2 . Jaspers, Existentialism and Humanism, pp . 93-94. 
3 . Karl Jaspers, The Origin and Goal of History, tran. 
M. Bullock (New Haven : Yale University Press , 1953), p . 219 . 
4 . Jaspers, Truth and Symbol, p . 50 . 
5 . Jaspers, The Origin and Goal of History, p . 219 . 
God's image is awakened and he receives "unfathomable, 
unexpected, and incomprehensible help in overcoming evil, 
which is permanent."l 
If one is to have faith in man, he must have faith in 
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the God who gives each man to himself . If there is no faith 
in God the value of each to Him who gives man his fundamental 
nature is lost, man develops only a contempt for other men, 
treating them with indifference, using and even destroying 
them . 2 But God speaks to man only through man himself . As 
Jaspers writes: 
From the psychological point of view, God's 
voice has no other expression in time than 
man's judgment of himself . This judgment 
may come upon man with a sudden certainty, 
after man has honestly and carefully striven 
for it, weighing all the contradictory pos-
sibilities; and then he discovers in it God's 
judgment, though it is never definitive and 
always equivocal. But only in exalted 
moments is it audible. It is by such moments 
and for such moments that we live.3 
Man becomes authentic, that is, he fulfills his nature, 
when in living out the philosophic faith he becomes aware 
that freedom is given him from beyond himself, and that he 
lives in relationship to God . Certainty of God is impos -
sible as empirical reality, but becomes an overwhelming 
encounter at the bounds of the Encompassing. The Transcendent 
l . Jaspers, Myth and Christianity, p. 74. 
2 . Jaspers, The Origin and Goal of History, p . 220 . 
3 . Jaspers, Perennial Scope of Philosophy, p . 73 . 
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God is incomprehensible and to hear his commandments involves 
the risk of error . In humility , man must not seek to be God 
but rather to be authentic man . 
CHAPTER VI 
CONCLUSION 
1 . Summary 
The philosophy of religion of Karl Jaspers is based 
upon the desire of the individual to discover his authentic 
human situation. As one attempts to understand himself and 
the situation in which he exists~ he becomes aware of a 
seemingly unlimited range of questions . This ever-growing 
horizon of a man's existential search Jaspers calls 11 The 
Encompassing . 11 1 
We are made aware of the Encompassing through two per-
spectives . One is the Encompassing in and through which we 
are able to exist. There are three modes in which this 
Encompassing appears . The first is that of empirical 
existence (Dasein) . This is the environment of the world in 
which we live . The second mode is that of consciousness-as-
such (Bewusstsein uberhaupt) . All which touches our cog-
nition is present through a temporal act of consciousness~ 
through self-investigation we go beyond our finitude and are 
involved in the Encompassing . The third mode is that of 
1 . Cf . pp . 3 f . 
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spirit (Geist). It is the totality of our thought, action, 
and feeling . It is a timeless process which cannot be inves-
tigated as a natural object but which must be understood 
from within . In this mode we know ourselves from within as 
the unique reality which is wholly spirit . 1 
The second perspective by which we are made aware of 
the Encompassing is that of Being Itself. The three modes 
of the other perspective are not conceivable in themselves 
but refer beyond themselves . At the very limit of ques -
tioning, Being Itself is indicated . In one mode it is the 
Encompassing which Jaspers calls Transcendence . It goes 
beyond all particular experiences . In another mode it is 
called the World , the determinate empirical existence which 
man encounte rs in all his experiences . 2 
The ground of this Encompassing is Existenz . Existenz 
arises when man seeks his authentic selfhood . It is in 
Existenz that Transcendence is encountered. The surrender 
of authentic being without reservation to Transcendence is 
the religious experience . Reason is the bond which unites 
all modes of the Encompassing. It is the impulse toward 
philosophizing . 3 
When in tragedy, in a sense of futility in the anguish 
and dread that lies at the edge of the abyss, the individual 
l . Cf. pp . 4-10 . 
3. Cf . pp. 12-20 . 
2. Cf . pp . ll f . 
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realizes the impossibility of self-reliance, he will expe-
rience either nothingness or God. He becomes aware of his 
authentic self, stripped of all the aspects of his person 
which are false, with only a surface reality. A proved God 
is no God at all, for in the proving, the individual's 
intellect would be able to grasp that of which he would have 
a scientific knowledge. But the transcendent God is beyond 
such particularity . It is in the existential encounter when 
man realizes that he has given to himself neither his being 
nor its freedom, and is made aware of that which is beyond 
himself. This God is not encountered in himself, but through 
myth and cipher.l 
In general, Jaspers' use of the word Transcendence may 
be equated with God. One must not suppose that the quality 
of Transcendence exhausts the nature of God. It, too, is 
but a cipher of the hidden God whose very hiddenness is 
necessary for the freedom given to existential man. 
All that we are and all that is real to us is found 
in immediate experience. There are two stages in compre-
hension -- primary comprehension, in which the encounter with 
the object is originally experienced; and secondary compre-
hension, which is the comprehension of that already compre-
hended. The first involves the participant; the second the 
observer. The observer sacrifices depth for breadth of 
l . Cf. pp . 20-24. 
insight. Authentic comprehension comes to grip with both 
aspects and in so doing secondary comprehension moves into 
the field of primary comprehens ion by c oming to grips with 
reality as part of its historical realization. 1 
The subject-object dic hotomy does no t provide a suf-
ficient basis f or understanding religious knowled ge . For 
even as we conceive of the Other as independent of us, we 
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are aware of subjective conditions which govern our awareness 
of all that is objective . One does not produce t he other. 
An object appears only to a subject and a subject can 
realize itself only through an ob ject. That whic h is neither 
a subject nor an object but encompasses both, Jas pers also 
calls the Encompassing or the Comprehensive (Umgreif ende).2 
The indispensable language of Transcendence is 
encountered by t he individual in myth. It is a symbo l , a 
communication of that which is otherwise incommunicable. It 
is the ~ipher-script which is able to provide f or our 
thinking that which without it would be incomprehensible. It 
communicates adequately only if the cipher reader realizes 
that to call it a language is a metaphor, that it is indic -
ative not of objects in t he world but of Being itself. Myt h 
may be easily misused . The most prevalent danger is that of 
false certainty, for myths are not demonstrable as is finit e 
l . Cf . pp. 25-29 . 
2 . Cf . pp . 29-31 . 
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knowledge . There is a danger in giving clear and precise 
statements in an article of faith, for it is then easy to 
treat them as if they were knowledge and so to lose their 
meaning . There is also tne danger of materialism, if the 
super-natural shoul9 be considered as tangible and empirical . 
Jaspers has an openness for myths but demands that ultimately 
the Transcendent God must be an unpictured deity . 1 
The basis of understanding God comes in existence 
itself . The encounter of existence and Transcendence is in 
this world and thus bound within this world. Yet believing 
in God means living by that which is not in t his world, but 
which is known only by the symbols of Transcendence wh~ch 
are in the world . God is inconceivable, unthinkable, 
invisible . Representations of God are all myths; meaningful 
as hints, superstitions if taken as literal reality . 2 
The thinker strives to attain Existenz by removing 
himself from falsehood in an effort to achieve authenticity . 
The willingness to open the self to 'all modes of being which 
are able to provide authenticity involves the acknowledgement 
of two presuppositions : first , recognition of the absolute 
transcendence of God in relation to the world, and secondly, 
the experience of the world as the language of God . 3 
1 . Cf . pp . 31-37. 
2 . Cf . pp . 37- 40 . 
3 . Cf . pp . 40-47 . 
The source of authentic faith is found in man's 
freedom . It is only in the awareness of that freedom that 
certainty of God is gained . This certainty is not , a content 
of science but rather a presence for existence. ·A faith 
which men try to make absolute and exclusive violates this 
freedom . When any man experiences religious truth it has 
absolute validity for him, but no one can possess a uni-
versally valid truth because there is no one vantage point 
from which all truths may be SMrveyed , l 
God does not speak to man through man, but through 
many men . No man can be God in the world for no man is God. 
The authenticity of the Christ-myth, for example, is its 
hint that everything human has in it the possibility of 
relatedness to God.2 
Orthodoxy has violated the fundamental principle of 
fr eedom with respect to the idea of revelation . It believes 
that God manifests himself at one place and time . It 
maintains that the divine origin of revealed faith is its 
guarantee. Liberal faith maintains that while God does act 
as the absolutely transcendent, all that faith itself per-
ceives is the experiences of human beings for the eterna l 
wisdom ' of God is manifested by his hid denness. In the face 
of God's majesty, man would be only a puppet. God has willed 
that we find our way to him through freedom because our 
1 . Cf . pp . 48-54. 2. Cf . pp . 54-56 . 
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self - responsible reason perceives his ambiguous hints in the 
world and finds him in the reality of moral living . l 
Jaspers thinks of neither religion nor philosophy as a 
distinct and definitive entity . One cannot get outside the 
tension between philosophy and religion for each individual 
stands at one pole or the other . Both poles are necessary 
for the primary comprehension of one can at best be authentic 
secondary comprehension for the other . If man were to 
completely abandon religion he would end the philosophic 
quest as well . One does not acquire the Biblical faith 
through study; it come~ in the practice of religion. The 
greatest contributions have been the result of the use of 
reason by devoted and believing men . 2 
The historical source of the essential themes of 
Western philosophy are based not only on Greek thought but 
also in the Bible . Such traits of philosophy rooted in 
Biblical thought are the one God , the transcendence of the 
God - creator , encounter of man with God, God's commandment 
of love, a sense of historicity, the dignity of suffering, 
and openness to the insoluable . For the man at the religious 
pole, the important thing is that God is . The monotheism of 
the Gree ks and that of the Bible have interpreted each other 
for the y are analogous . The prophetic faith of the Bible 
has more power than the philosophical idea for it is the 
1 . Cf . pp . 56-60 . 2 . Cf . pp . 61 -63 . 
result of direct experience with God, but it is through 
philosophy that monotheism gains its intellectual clarity . 
That there are two irreconcilable poles cannot be denied 
but their proximity is likewise certain . 1 
The philosopher does not insist that all men join 
him at the philosophic pole for he recognizes the importance 
of the religious pole . The philosopher must unconditionally 
deny the claim to exclusivity only whe n its proponents 
engage in intolerance and coercion . A challenge is contin-
ually given by religion, a resistance to philosophic pene-
tration, but a resistance which is productive in the 
religious - philosophic polarity . 2 
Knowledge of God is unattainable but through the philo-
sophical faith is gained a Comprehensive consciousness of 
God . This Comprehensive or Encompassing involves both 
subject and object in a resolution of will rising from the 
depths of man's freedom . 3 
An authentic man is one who exists in relation to God . 
This relation is in conjunction with man ' s freedom, his being 
fully open to the world yet independent of it because of his 
bond with God . The guidance which God gives in Transcendence 
provides no objective certainty but is based on the freedom 
of subjective certainty . God ' s voice comes to man by way 
1 . Cf. pp . 63-68 . 2 . Cf . pp . 69 f . 
3. Cf . pp . 70-73. 
of man's own conviction . The risk of error necessitates 
humility . 1 
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Tradition can awaken and prepare us to hear what God 
has to say to us but it can do no more . If one is to have 
faith in man, he must have faith in God who gives man to 
himself. When man is given to himself the nobility of the 
man created in God ' s image is awakened and he receives incom-
prehensible help in overcoming evil . God's voice is not 
known in time except through man's judgment of himself, for 
in it man discovers God ' s judgment . But man is aware of this 
only in exalted moments . It is because of such moments and 
in the hope of them that we live . 2 
2 . Problems Encountered 
It is not the purpose of this study to evaluate the 
adequacy of Jaspers• philosophy of religion . Nor is it our 
task to make adequate this kind of approach by the contri -
bution and development of ideas with regard to those parts 
of Jaspers • thinking which might be judged inadequate . It 
is important, however, that certain questions be raised, not 
with the intent of solving them, but rather of focusing 
attention on those areas which need creative clarification 
and analysis . 
l . Cf . pp . 73-75 . 
2 . cr. pp . 75-77 . 
87 
l . What relation is there between Being (Sein) and 
God? Is God the alternative to nothingness and also the 
creator of Being: If God is Being, is a pantheism involved? 
2 . To what extent does Jaspers treat religion and 
philosophy de scriptively and to what extent normatively? 
Note his statement : "Philosophy . knows no cult, no 
community led by a priesthood . " 1 One must here recognize 
that in the psychological and sociological terms, philosophy 
has often played the role of a religion . Dialectical 
materialism might be said to have both cult and priesthood, 
not to mention the trappings of "holy days, 11 scriptures, and 
services of worship and ritual . Of course, these are merely 
sociological accoutrements, but likewise is this true of 
many of the prac tices of religion . In response to a religious 
encounter man seeks to develop human vehicles by means of 
which its power and inspiration may be remembered and 
transmitted to friends , enemies and later generations . 
Every "school 11 of philosophic thinking or methodology has 
its own patron saints . Perhaps in speaking of philosophy 
Jaspers makes a normative judgment ; that is, philosophy is 
what he feels it ought to be , and religion is treated 
descriptively; the difference in approach not always being 
1 . Jaspers , Perennial Scope of Philosophy , p . 78 . 
apparent . That this may be so, is indicated by his attack 
upon traditional philosophy . l 
88 
3 . To what extent does Jaspers disagree with the 
orthodox conception of the incarnation? His denial of the 
incarnation is based upon the contention that 11 no man is 
God . "2 But he sees the Christ - myth as valid if conceived of 
as a cipher , that is to say, that which endeavors to express 
the inexpressible mediation between God and Man . The Church 
and theology have struggled since early in the Christian era 
to do just that . The problem is a difficult one . It is to 
be thought of as a mystery . Perhaps Jesus achieved the kind 
of authenticity through openness and a freedom not self-given 
for which Jaspers desires man to strive. The difficulty 
arises when we think of Jesus in the strict alternative way 
which Jaspers abhors . Jaspers thinks that the belief in 
Christ gives an unfair alternative between "a deification of 
the world in the pinnacle of the God - man or a lost soulless, 
god - forsaken world which is opposed to the infinitely distant 
God - creator . 11 3 Yet Jaspers goes on to say that this distant 
God speaks to the world and that 11everything human has in it 
the possibility of relatedness to God . "4 If God were in 
Christ he would not have issued an authoritarian edict 
1 . Cf . Jaspers, Reason and Existenz . 
2 . Jaspers , Truth and Symbol, p. 76. 
3 . Ibid . , p . 77 . 4 . Ibid . 
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demanding that all the world give homage to this, the Supreme 
Cipher of his eternal message of love . To do so would have 
been to violate the freedom which makes man man . God, 
through this Supreme Cipher, might be thought of as meeting 
the tragedy of the world and its terrors head - on in the expe-
rience of the Cross, and in so doing providing a great mani-
festation of His transcendence -- a transcendence not in 
terms of the deification of the world, for in that respect 
the world showed its finite power, but in the transcendence 
of the Encompassing Being itself . God would be manifested 
in hiddenness and it remains for man from the depths of his 
being to respond to that Transcendence . 
4 . Is freedom a way to knowing or is it a character-
istic which makes certainty of knowledge impossible in 
certain areas (e . g . essential reality)? Are we epistemo-
logically determined by empirical reality and not by es-
sential reality? 
3. Conclusions 
This study of the philosophy of religion of Karl 
Jaspers is summarized in the following conclusions: 
1 . In his search for authentic self - hood man comes to 
the brink of his own capabilities and recognizes that neither 
his being nor his freedom is self-given . 
2 . If he has developed his religious sensitivity, he 
becomes aware that that which is beyond his ability of 
encompassing is not nothingness but a Transcendence which 
gives Being and freedom to himself . 
3 . The role of freedom is essential. Because of it 
God remains hidden, for if his power and majesty were 
revealed, man would be greatly influenced and the reality 
of his freedom would be diminished . 
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4. The language of Transcendence is never definite or 
certain; rather it appears through myth and cipher. No man 
can be certain of its meaning and thus no man has the right 
to demand that others accept his interpretation . 
5 . God's voice comes to man by way of man's own 
conviction . There is no objective certainty but only the 
freedom of subjective certainty . 
6 . Authentic life is life in relation with God . 
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ABSTRACT 
The philosophy of religion of Karl Jaspers is based 
upon the desire of the individual to discover his authentic 
human situation . As one attempts to understand himself and 
the situation in which he exists , he becomes aware of a 
seemingly unlimited range of questions . This ever - growing 
horizon of a man ' s existential search Jaspers calls "The 
Encompassing . " 
At the very limit of questioning, Being Itself is 
indicated . In one mode it is the Encompassing which Jaspers 
calls Transcendence . It goes beyond all particular expe-
riences . In another mode it is called the World, the 
determinate empirical existence which man encounters in all 
his experiences . 
The ground of this Encompassing is Existenz . Existenz 
arises when man seeks his authentic selfhood . It is in 
Existenz that Transcendence is encountered . The surrender of 
authentic being without reservation to Transcendence is the 
religious experience . 
A proved God is no God at all, for in the proving, the 
individual ' s intellect would be able to grasp that of which 
he would have a scientif i c knowledge . But the transcendent 
God is beyond such particularity . It is in the existential 
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encounter when man realizes that he has given to himself 
his being nor his freedom, and is made aware of that which 
is beyond himself . This God is not encountered in himself, 
but through myth and cipher . 
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The indispensable language of Transcendence is encoun-
tered by the individual in myth . It is a symbol, a com-
munication of that which is otherwise incommunicable . It is 
the cipher - script which is able to provide for our thinking 
that which without it would be incomprehensible . It com-
municates adequately only if the cipher reader realizes tha t 
to call it a language ' is a metaphor, that it is indicative 
not of objects in the world but of Being itself . 
The thinker strives to attain Existenz by removing 
himself from falsehood in an effort to achieve authenticity . 
The willingne ss to open the self to all modes of being which 
are able to provide authenticity involves the acknowledgement 
of two presuppositions : first, recognition of the absolute 
transcendence of God in relation to the world, and secondly, 
the experience of the world as the language of God . 
The source of authentic faith is found in man ' s freedom . 
It is only in the awareness of that freedom that certainty of 
God is gained . This certainty is not a content of science 
but rather a presence for existence . A faith which men try 
to make absolute and exclusive violates this freedom . \fhen 
any man experiences religious truth it has absolute validity 
for him, but no one can possess a universally valid truth 
because there is no one vantage point from which all truths 
may be surveyed. 
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Or thodoxy has violated t he fundamental principle of 
freedom with respect to the idea of revelation. It believes 
that God manifests himself at one place and time . It 
maintains that the divine origin of revealed faith is its 
guarantee . Liberal faith maintains that while God does 
act as the absolutely transcendent, all that faith itself 
perceives is the experiences of human beings for the eternal 
wisdom of God is manifested by his hiddeness . In the face of 
God's majesty, man would be only a puppet . God has willed 
that we find our way to him through freedom because our self-
responsible reason perceives his ambiguous hints in the world 
and finds him in the reality of moral living . 
Knowledge of God is unattainable but through the philo -
sophical faith is gained a comprehensive consciousness of 
God. This Comprehensive or Encompassing involves both 
subject and object in a resolution of will rising from the 
depths of man's freedom . 
An authentic man lives in relation to God. This re -
lation is in conjunction with man's freedom, his being fully 
open to the world yet independent of it because of his bond 
with God . The guidanc e which God gives in Transcendence 
provides no objective certainty but is based on the freedom 
of subjective certainty . God 's voice comes to man by wa y 
of man 's own conviction . The risk of er r or necessitates 
humility . 
Tradition can awaken and pre pare us to hear what God 
has to say to us but it can do no more . If one is to have 
faith in man, he must have faith in God who gives man to 
himself . When man is given to himself the nobility of the 
man created in God's image is awakened and he receives 
incomprehensible help in overcoming evil . God 's voice is 
not known in time except through man's judgment of himself , 
for in it man discovers God's judgment. But man is aware 
of this only in exalted moments . It is because of such 
moments and in the hope of them that we live . 
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This study of the philosophy of religion of Karl Jaspers 
may be summarized in the following conclusions: 
l . In his search for authentic self-hood man comes to 
the brink of his own capabilities and recognizes that neither 
his being nor his freedom is self-given . 
2 . If he has developed his religious sensitivity, he 
becomes aware that that which is beyond hi s ability of 
encompassing is not nothingness but a Transcendence which 
gives Being and freedom to himself . 
3 . The role of freedom is essential. Because of it 
God remains hidden, for if his power and majesty were 
revealed, man would be greatly influenced and the reality 
of his freedom would be diminished . 
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4. The language of Transcendence is never def i n i te or 
certain; rather it appears t hrough myth and cipher. No man 
can be certain of its meaning and thus no man has the right 
to demand that others accept his interpretation . 
5. God's voice comes to man by way of man 's own 
conviction. There is no objective certainty but only the 
freedom of subjective certainty. 
6~ Authentic life is life in relation with God . 
